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The English language is, it seems, a boundless source of investigation. As with many other 
fields of scientific study, new discoveries simply lead to new questions, and hence open up 
further avenues of research. The phenomenon under investigation in this dissertation has been 
present in the English language for centuries and has been a major source of word formation, 
along with borrowing and derivation. However, during the 20th century a sudden and very 
significant increase in the use of these devices was noted (cf. Biber & Clark 2002). Trends 
and fashions emerge constantly in contemporary society, and language, as an essential 
component of social interaction, is also governed by fashion. By implication, the use of nouns 
in modifying position in Present Day English seems to be the result of a trend, with the use of 
such forms increasing and spreading through the language. However, this only constitutes a 
superficial explanation of a linguistic phenomenon which merits a far more detailed and 
analytical assessment. As we will see in this dissertation, there is only a small available 
literature here, and most extant research deals only in a relatively superficial way with the 
topic. Indeed, some studies have looked at N+N structures as part of a wider investigation (cf. 
Jucker 1992; Biber & Clark 2002), while others have addressed very specific issues (cf. 
Warren 1978 and Benczes 2006, an assessment from a semantic point of view; Giegerich 
2004, from a phonetic perspective; Rosenbach 2007, a comparison of N+N sequences to 
genitive phrases); other studies take earlier approaches (cf. Levi 1978, from a Generativist 
perspective), while others have contributed to the literature with small, although valuable, 
articles (cf. Varantola 1993; Rosenbach 2005). For this reason, a large-scale monographic 





This dissertation aims to study those nouns which function as premodifiers in noun phrase 
structure and which, in combination with the head noun they modify, are referred from 
hereafter as N+N structures or N+N sequences (e.g. university library). Their function as 
premodifiers is far from being prototypical, since nouns usually function as heads of noun 
phrases, whereas premodifying position is prototypically filled with adjectives. However, the 
present research will show that their frequency of use in contemporary English is high. 
 In order to do so, N+N sequences are studied from three different perspectives: their 
status, their evolution, and their use. In terms of their status, the structures are considered here 
as syntactic constructs (cf. Huddleston & Pullum 2002), in contrast to others, who have 
considered them to be morphological compounds (cf. Levi 1978; Warren 1978; Benczes 
2006). As for their evolution, some may become part of the lexicon through a gradual process 
of lexicalisation, acquiring properties of a morphological, semantic or orthographic nature. 
Finally, from the point of view of their use, it will be shown that several different variables 
are in operation. 
1.2 Overview of the research 
Chapter 2 serves as an introductory review of the theoretical framework adopted, and offers 
some considerations on the structure of the noun phrase. It focuses on the definition, function 
and structural patterns of noun phrases as well as their dependents, among which premodifiers 
are emphasised. A summary of different interpretations of the noun phrase in the literature is 
offered. These have proposed, variously, that noun phrases may be defined in terms of their 
component parts (head and dependents), their dependency relations (modifiers depend on the 




 Chapter 3 discusses nouns as modifiers and provides a thorough analysis of their 
principal features. It also includes a definition of N+N sequences, as well as a series of 
explanations which justify their use. A review of previous literature on the matter is also 
given. This chapter also deals with the ambiguity arising from the use of N+N sequences from 
three points of view: syntactic, semantic and categorial. The problems in establishing clear-
cut boundaries between syntax and morphology when trying to define the status of N+N 
structures are discussed, and in connection with this, the questions of institutionalisation and 
lexicalisation will also be considered. Finally, nouns as premodifiers are compared to other 
dependents such as genitive phrases, adjectives, prepositional phrases and relative clauses. 
 Chapter 4 is in fact the empirical complement of the previous chapter, since it presents 
and discusses the findings from a corpus study of English texts on the evolution and use of 
N+N sequences. Firstly, it offers an explanation of the main hypothesis in terms of four 
different variables: text category, speech community, time period, and mode. Secondly, a 
thorough description and explanation of the corpora that have been chosen for the research, as 
well as of the methodology employed here, is given. Next, there is an overview of the data 
derived from the corpora. Also included is an explanation of findings from the perspective of 
the above-mentioned variables, as well as findings obtained after the application of various 
criteria to test the degree of lexicalisation N+N sequences have. 
 Finally, Chapter 5 provides a summary of the investigation as well as the main 






2 NOUN PHRASE STRUCTURE 
In this chapter a brief account of the structure of the noun phrase (NP) is offered. The main 
goal of the current dissertation is the analysis of nouns which are embedded as modifiers in 
those larger units called noun phrases. In order to understand how a noun may act as a 
modifier in a noun phrase, attention must be paid to the processes which make this possible. 
Nouns prototypically function as heads of noun phrases, but the object of study here is their 
role as modifiers. In order to appreciate the differences between these two functions that 
nouns can perform, an initial analysis of noun phrases is therefore useful. 
 Each section below is devoted to one specific aspect of the noun phrase. Due to 
limitations of space and time, I will focus on the definition, function and patterns of noun 
phrases as well as the modifiers inside them, and will pay special attention to premodification. 
Accordingly, Section 2.1 deals with the definition and structural patterns of noun phrases, as 
well as to the role that noun phrases play as means for style. The phenomenon of 
premodification, where nouns also play an important role, is then discussed in Section 2.2; 
issues such as the order of premodifiers, their component parts and their possible 
combinations are also examined. Section 2.3 is then devoted to the role of premodification as 
opposed to postmodification; there is a reference to previous works (such as Raumolin-
Brunberg 1991 or Biber & Clark 2002) that have made a quantitative analysis of the use of 
premodifiers. Those earlier works will place nominal modifiers vis-à-vis the rest of modifying 
devices. I will also analyse aspects such as the lack of explicitness and context information as 
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2.1 Definition, function and structural patterns of noun phrases 
The following subsections offer an account of the different approaches that grammars have 
made to noun phrases. It should be borne in mind, whilst discussing these different 
approaches, that the present study of the noun phrase is based on the idea that constituents in 
an NP are built up of a continuous and recursive sequence of items, and that they may be 
studied from the point of view of their form and function. 
2.1.1 Definition of noun phrases 
The concept of phrase has been defined in a variety of ways over time. Jespersen (1976 
[1914]: 15) defined it as a combination of words put together in order to form a sense unit. 
Similarly, Kruisinga (1932 [1909]: 177) distinguishes “syntactic groups” as a combination of 
words which are part of a sentence. On the other hand, Hockett (1958: 152-154) refers to 
composite forms which are hierarchically organised. As an illustration, the old dog in the old 
dog lay in the corner is a composite form as well as lay in the corner. Both of them are part of 
a construction type, that is, a group of constructions which are similar in some specified way, 
since both constructions involve the modification of one immediate constituent by the other. 
Thus, in the old dog, old is a descriptive adjective which functions as the second immediate 
constituent, whereas the noun dog is the first immediate constituent. Hockett also adds that 
the composite form yields a constitute, which also belongs to the class of singular nouns. 
What is thus implied is that the form-class of the composite form is identified with one of its 
immediate constituents; this is why the old dog is a singular noun phrase just as dog is. These 
constructions are called endocentric. However, it seems that, at the time when Hockett was 
writing, the boundary between syntax and morphology was somewhat unstable, Hockett 
himself including constructions such as the old dog and blackbird within the label 
“endocentric constructions” (1958: 185). Despite this, what constitutes a major advancement 
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in the study of the noun phrase is that he refers to the concepts of head and attribute when 
observing that “the constituent whose privileges of occurrence are matched with those of the 
constitute is the head or centre; the other constituent is the attribute.” (1958: 184). One way or 
another, this notion of endocentrism has survived to the present day. 
 More recently, Aarts & Aarts (1988: 10-14) refer again to the idea of the noun phrase 
as a headed phrase in which the head is the only obligatory constituent. They also use 
categories and functions to describe sentence units. The general idea is that the component 
parts of syntactic groups can be divided into lower units until the moment at which indivisible 
units are reached. Within the context of Generative Grammar, X-bar theory (Jackendoff 1977) 
views all phrases as the product of syntactic rules which are context-free, and makes use of 
lexical categories such as N, V, A, P (noun, verb, adjective, and preposition) as the starting 
point of projection paths. These categories are assigned bars and often prime symbols also 
(X’, X’’, etc.), leading to a three-level structure. Thus for nouns, the noun phrase would be 
equivalent to N’’ (N-double-bar), N’’’ or possibly N’’’’. It allows any constituent in the X-bar 
hierarchy to contain another constituent of a lower or even higher level. Example (1) may 
serve as an illustration of this. 
 
(1) a broadcast of the new show 
 
This is an N’’ which contains an N’ which contains a P’’ (of the new show) and an N’’ (the 
new show) within it. 
 Other approaches to the noun phrase have been made within the framework of 
Functional Grammar, which focuses on the communicative function of language. With 
Functional Grammar a new pragmatic perspective is added to the study of language. It seeks 
2 NOUN PHRASE STRUCTURE
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to find an explanation for phenomena according to their function in language use. Functional 
Grammar describes the English clause as a combination of three different structures deriving 
from distinct functional components, namely: 
 
(i) Ideational. Clause as representation  transitivity. 
(ii) Interpersonal. Clause as exchange  mood. 
(iii) Textual. Clause as message  theme. 
 
The group structure is also a combination of these three components. Group is a term which 
Halliday (1985: 158-159) uses instead of phrase, arguing that “a group is in some respects 
equivalent to a word complex – that is, a combination of words built up on the basis of a 
particular logical relation.” The differences between group and phrase are mainly that 
“whereas a group is an expansion of a word, a phrase is a contraction of a clause.”(1985: 
159). Halliday recognizes the existence and relevance of noun phrases, which he calls 
nominal groups. He emphasizes the value of groups (or phrases in the terminology employed 
here) since they provide very important aspects of meaning. Were it not for phrases, the lack 
of an intermediate level between clause or sentence and word would entail an enormous loss 
of insight. That is, describing a sentence as a construction of words is rather like describing a 
house as a construction of bricks, without recognizing the walls and the rooms as intermediate 
structural units (ibid.). 
 Cognitive Grammar offers a different approach to the study of noun phrases. In 
principle, it starts from the same premise as do the generativists when it conceives of 
language as knowledge in the mind. However, it differs in its conception of grammatical 
organisation and of the specific proposals concerning semantic structure (Langacker, 1990: 
2 NOUN PHRASE STRUCTURE
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1). In fact, Langacker regards grammar as non-generative and non-constructive, not an 
algorithmic device giving a well-defined class of expressions as output, and contends that 
there is no such a thing as a form without meaning. Since meaning drives grammatical 
encoding, judgements about the grammaticality of some structures are not categorical but 
simply a matter of gradience. Grammatical structures do not constitute an autonomous formal 
system but, rather, are symbolic. Thus, lexicon, morphology and syntax belong to a 
continuum of symbolic units. 
 This notion of grammar gives a new perspective to the definition and use of noun 
phrases, both in terms of the categories of which they are comprised as well as the functions 
of each of their component parts. Thus, Langacker points out that categories such as nouns 
may be defined in notional, rather than grammatical, terms (ibid.: 59). As far as functions are 
concerned, the consideration of the determiner as the head of the noun phrase will be 
explained later in this chapter. 
 Traditionally, there is a distinction between the lexical category noun and the syntactic 
category noun phrase. As Taylor (2002: 343) points out, noun phrases, or nominals, may 
exhibit considerable internal complexity. In terms of their conceptual organisation noun 
phrases have four components: 
 
(i) Specification. A given noun is a type that may be specified by using an 
adjective modifying it (e.g. red apple still designates an apple but it is more 
specific). 
(ii) Instantiation. The relation between the type and its instances (i.e., those which 
are candidates to be selected by the noun phrase). While the noun designates a 
type, a noun phrase designates an instance of the type. 
2 NOUN PHRASE STRUCTURE
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(iii) Quantification. Refers to the quantity of the designated instances. 
(iv) Grounding. The speaker locates the designated instance from the perspective of 
the speech event (e.g. whether it is definite or indefinite). 
 
These four aspects stand in relation to one another. Thus, specification is internal to 
instantiation, and quantification is internal to grounding. Dependents define specification, 
determiners specify grounding, while quantifiers specify quantification. Figure I serves as an 
illustration. 
 
Figure I Noun phrase components regarding their conceptual organization 
 
 Grounding enables the speech-act participants to establish mental contact with the 
designated entity. A speaker, by using a grounded nominal like the apples, is referring to the 
designated instance. The referent of a grounded nominal is not an object from the external 
world but an entity in a mental space. Grounding is intimately related to headedness, for 
which, as Taylor points out, phonological autonomy and semantic contentfulness are not 
actually relevant. Since a grounded nominal designates an instance (those apples and not any 
others) and not the type (apples), the profile of this composition is inherited from the 
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the head of the noun phrase. The noun is therefore the complement of the determiner, since 
“it fills in the conceptual material that is only schematically present in the semantic structure 
of the determiner.” (Taylor, 2002: 350). 
 Despite the obvious differences, the above approaches all share the belief that noun 
phrases are part of a syntactic group and are themselves made of component parts, although, 
admittedly, componentiality is made less use of in favour of a symbolic approach in Cognitive 
Grammar. Apart from constituency, other aspects, such as the function and the category of 
their constituents, must also be considered. 
 A detailed and model-free analysis of NPs is offered by Raumolin-Brunberg (1991: 
64) when she refers to the concepts of constituency, dependency and linear order as the 
relations affecting the NP structure. As far as constituency is concerned, part-whole relations 
are established and the NP is therefore understood as a hierarchical structure. When it comes 
to dependency, part-part relations are established, since the existence of one item depends on 
the existence of another. Consequently, dependency provides information about how the 
elements are subordinated to each other. Raumolin-Brunberg (1991) also makes reference to 
the prevailing indecision among scholars as to an established terminology to describe the 
relation of dependency; terms such as subordination and embedding exist, as well as 
dependency itself, although these are far from identical in denotation. The final relation 
affecting NPs referred to by Raumolin-Brunberg (1991) is that of linear order, which is the 
position that the constituents can take in relation to neighbouring items. With this relation we 
may establish, for example, what the order of premodifiers is in connection with the head 
noun they modify. 
2 NOUN PHRASE STRUCTURE
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 In summary, the noun phrase may be defined in terms of its constituent parts (head and 
dependents) and their dependency (modifiers depend on the head) and order relations 
(modifiers may precede or succeed the head). 
2.1.2 Noun phrases and nominals 
The syntactic function of noun phrases is another defining property which helps to clarify 
their status and role. Thus, Payne & Huddleston (2002: 326) state: “NPs are prototypically 
capable, when placed in an appropriate case-form, of functioning as a complement in clause 
structure, i.e., as subject (The doctor arrived), object (We need a doctor), or predicative 
complement (Kim is a doctor).” From this definition, it can be inferred that the syntactic 
function of noun phrases is restricted to the above mentioned functions. However, noun 
phrases can also function as complements in prepositional phrases (The bread is in the 
kitchen). In connection to this, Payne & Huddleston (2002: 329) distinguish another category, 
one which is intermediate between the noun phrase and the noun. This is the nominal, which 
fills another syntactic function, that of nominal modifiers. Example (2) may serve to explain 
this term. 
 
(2) The red apple 
 
In (2), the definite article is the determiner of red apple. This expression is not a single word, 
hence it is not a noun, but it is not an NP either, since it cannot function as a subject, object, 
PP complement, etc. (e.g. *Red apple is in the basket, or *Give me red apple). Hence, the 
expression is a nominal, which is head of the noun phrase, but can also function as pre-head 
dependent, as in (3). 
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  (3) Those market price fluctuations  
 
Market price is thus a nominal, it is neither a noun nor can it be an NP (e.g. *Market price is 
rising). It modifies the head of the NP fluctuations as a nominal modifier. The nominal also 
serves to discriminate internal from external dependents in NP structure, which is a distinction 
to be discussed in the next subsection. Biber et al. (1999: 97) also include the term nominal in 
their grammar, but the specific function of nominal in Payne & Huddleston (2002) as an 
intermediate category becomes more explicit when they assert: “Note that the term noun 
phrase, or NP, is frequently used more widely for any unit which appears in the positions 
characteristic of noun-headed structures (including clauses). If needed, noun phrases in this 
broad sense may be singled out as nominals.” 
2.1.3 Structural patterns 
As has previously been seen, an NP is formed by a noun to which some dependents may be 
added. Those component parts offer a wide range of possible combinations in noun phrases, 
which gives rise to different structural patterns. A preliminary distinction can be made 
between simple vs. complex noun phrases (e.g. the dog vs. the lovely hairy black dog with a 
red collar standing at the door of the house). 
 The head of the NP is defined by De Mönnink (2000: 20) as the “dominant member of 
the NP.” This is rejected by generativists and also by Cognitive Grammar, where it is alleged 
that the determiner is the most prominent member which establishes the relationship between 
the type and its instance (cf. Section 2.1.1 on the discussion of grounding). However, from a 
less symbolic point of view, and if we restrict ourselves to the parameters of syntactic 
constituency, the rest of the NP components are placed around the head to specify the 
meaning and function of that head. The head may be filled by a noun (e.g. the dog) or by a 
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nominal (e.g. the black dog). As a consequence, there are two kinds of head: an ultimate head 
(dog) and an immediate head (black dog). Other fillers of NP head are pronouns, numerals, or 
adjectives such as poor in the poor. 
 The construction of an NP is always recursive since a number of dependents can be 
added to the head element. Some dependents may precede the head and others may follow it. 
From a grammatical point of view, the determiner is the most important dependent in the NP, 
owing to the fact that this dependent is obligatory in many instances (e.g. the dog is barking 
outside in the garden vs. *dog is barking outside in the garden). This position is usually filled 
by a determiner proper (e.g. this dog) but might also be filled by a genitive noun phrase (e.g. 
the dog’s bed). Furthermore, a more detailed analysis of this position reveals that 
predeterminers can also appear here (e.g. both these books), as well as central determiners 
(e.g. both these books) and postdeterminers (e.g. the many books you have). On the same 
lines, Payne & Huddleston (2002) refer to the position of the predeterminer by making 
another distinction between internal and external dependents; the definition of each, they 
argue, depends on the place they take in relation to the nominal1. Thus, among the external 
dependents there are predeterminers (e.g. both my skirts, such a wonderful day) and 
peripheral modifiers (e.g. the cat alone). 
 As far as internal dependents are concerned, they are placed within the nominal 
constituent and therefore they follow the determiner and other external dependents 
(postdeterminers for Quirk et al. [1985: 1239]). Payne & Huddleston (2002: 439) make a 
distinction between internal dependents that depend on their position in the NP (as preceding 
or following the head noun) and those that depend on their function (as complements or 
modifiers). When defining those dependents, the differences among them and their features 
                                                 
1 Cf. Section 2.1.2 on the definition of nominal by Payne & Huddleston 2002. 
2 NOUN PHRASE STRUCTURE
 
 15
are not clear enough: “The pre-head dependents are modifiers, while complements are seen in 
the finance minister, our legal advisor, and the like. Of the post-head dependents, of Paris is a 
complement and the rest modifiers.”2 (2002: 331). However, no definition exists which may 
help to discern the differences among dependents. Payne & Huddleston shed some further 
light on the issue when they put forward criteria for distinguishing complements from 
modifiers, pointing out similarities between the two in terms of sentence structure (2002: 
439): 
 
(i) Complements must be licensed by the head noun (e.g. an injury of the wrist vs. 
*an injury to the wrist). The choices between the types of items that appear as 
complements depend on the head noun. 
(ii) Scope of anaphora. The pronominal one precedes any internal dependents. An 
input which is a complement (e.g. You must take the bus to the station and not 
the one to the hospital, where to the station and to the hospital are 
complements vs. This bus is not the same as the one to the hospital, where to 
the hospital is a modifier). 
(iii) Correlation with syntactic category. Adjectives are typically modifiers in noun 
phrase structure; however, there are exceptions, such as in the case of rural 
policeman (e.g. *The policeman is rural). 
(iv) Positional mobility. The position of complements tends to be more restrictive 
than that of modifiers; this is especially the case of pre-head complements, 
which must be positioned adjacent to the head noun (e.g. a polite rural 
policeman). 
                                                 
2 The complement of Paris that Payne & Huddleston (2002: 331) allude to belongs to the NP The photos of Paris 
which his father had taken. By “the rest” they refer to the modifiers in bold type in the following NPs: A house 
as big as I have ever seen, The nightlife in Paris, The proposal which he made. 
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(v) Complements express semantic arguments of the head noun. This is especially 
so when the noun is a semantic predicate denoting some property, relation, 
process or action and the complement represents an involved entity like the 
bearer of a property or a term in the relation (e.g. the softness of your skin). 
(vi) Semantic roles of complements depend on the head noun. This is especially the 
case of complements headed by the preposition of, for example in the decease 
of his father, where his father is agent, or in the election of his father, where 
his father is patient.  
(vii) Semantic selection restrictions in noun phrases involve complements (e.g. the 
reading of the poem vs. *the reading of the desk). 
 
 Payne & Huddleston’s (2002) overview on NP structure is, despite some gaps, 
relatively comprehensive. Quirk et al. (1985), on the other hand, restrict those dependents to 
modifiers, and make a distinction regarding their position within the noun phrase (whether 
they precede or follow the head noun). Nevertheless, they differentiate among the following 
various kinds of modification: restrictive (e.g. my younger sister), non-restrictive (e.g. my 
lovely dog). Restrictive modifiers are those dependents that can create a subclass of the class 
denoted by the head of the NP, whereas non-restrictive or descriptive modifiers are those 
which describe the referent of the NP in terms of a particular quality it possesses (cf. also De 
Mönnink 2000). Also, a further distinction between temporary and permanent modifiers can 
be made. Premodifiers tend to be permanent (the lovely girl) whereas postmodifers may be 
temporary. Thus, temporary modifiers cannot usually be placed in premodifying position (e.g. 
*the ready man). The categories which are employed as modifiers are mainly adjectives, 
which are placed in premodifying position, but nominals are also common categories filling 
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this position. Participles ending in –ing and –ed may also function as premodifiers. On the 
other hand, the postmodifier position may be held by relative clauses, -ing and –ed clauses, to 
infinitive clauses, prepositional phrases and noun phrases in apposition. 
 As pointed out above, the head noun in an NP is traditionally the element around 
which all the dependents are placed, and one can usually recognise a prototypical NP 
structure in which the order of each of its elements can be observed. De Mönnink (2000: 19) 
divides a prototypical NP into the following constituent elements: limiter, determiner, 
premodifier, head and postmodifier. The limiter is not the same as Payne & Huddleston’s 
(2002) external dependent, neither is it the predeterminer in Quirk et al.’s (1985) account. 
The differences with this analysis have to do with the fact that De Mönnink includes a new 
analysis of the determiner position which is fulfilled by a determiner phrase. Thus, the 
predeterminer, central determiner and postdeterminer that Quirk et al. (1985) resorted to are 
here part of the determiner phrase and thus the limiter is another kind of dependent. It is 
similar to the determiner phrase premodifier because it precedes other determiners and it is 
realized by an adverb phrase (e.g. only my books). However, a limiter cannot co-occur with a 
determiner phrase premodifier. The differences lie in the fact that the determiner phrase 
premodifier can obviously occur only if the determiner phrase slot is also realized. 
Furthermore, the stress will fall on the following item (e.g. around twó days). On the other 
hand, the limiter is not dependent on the realization of the determiner phrase slot and receives 
the stress, since it restricts the reference of the NP (e.g. júst your friend). 
 The second element (DET) is the determinative, whose occurrence depends largely on 
the head noun of the NP. The premodifier (PREM) is the following dependent. As previously 
noted, this function is mainly filled by adjectives, adjective phrases, and nouns, but also by –
ed and –ing participles, genitives, adverbs and other phrases. Premodifiers can co-occur, and 
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the order in which they appear as a sequence is not entirely free. As De Mönnink (2000: 21) 
observes, “(…) the ordering is dependent on the syntactic and semantic class membership of 
the items concerned (…) the general rule is to place the more objective and undisputable 
qualifications closer to the noun, and the more subjective, opinion like ones farther away.” 
This implies that descriptive adjectives precede classifying ones, whereas nouns will appear 
after the other premodifiers. Quirk et al. (1985) further subclassify premodifiers from the 
furthest to the closest to the head noun as follows: 
 
(1) General (small, big) 
(2) Age (old, young) 
(3) Colour (black, red) 
(4) Participle (disturbing, closed) 
(5) Provenance (Spanish, English) 
(6) Noun (air, Paris) 
(7) Denominal (personal, human) 
 
In spite of this possible ordering of premodifiers in noun phrase structure, it should be pointed 
out that premodifiers may exhibit a certain weakness in their constraints (cf. Section 2.2.2 on 
the order of premodifiers). 
 The head (HEAD) is the following element, and indeed the most important one, since 
all the other items in the NP depend on it. Postmodifiers (POM) follow the head and can 
prototypically be filled by prepositional phrases and clauses, but also by adjective phrases and 
noun phrases.  
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 This is the prototypical structural pattern that noun phrases may exhibit. Yet there are 
other possible combinations that NPs can display which deviate from this prototypical 
ordering. Thus, De Mönnink (2000) puts forward a comprehensive classification of noun 
phrases depending on the kind of mobility that they present. It can be summarized as follows: 
 
Type A. NP with a deferred modifier  the modifier (AP, ADVP, NP) follows the head (e.g. 
the breakfast this morning). 
Type B. Noun phrase with a floating3 deferred modifier  a clause or a phrase is outside the 
NP boundaries (e.g. the news were suddenly spread that he was coming back soon). 
Type C. Noun phrase with a fronted modifier  a clause precedes the head (e.g. the insert 
coin icon). 
Type D. Noun phrase with a discontinuous4 modifier  the constituents of an adjective 
phrase do not occur adjacent to each other (e.g. She seems to be quite a different 
person from the one I used to know). 
Type E. Noun phrase with a deferred determiner  part of the determiner follows the NP 
head (e.g. The problem does not affect us all). 
Type F. Noun phrase with floating deferred determiner  the determiner occurs outside the 
NP boundaries (e.g. They are both playing tennis). 
Type G. Noun phrase with a discontinuous determiner (e.g. My friends both went to the 
party). 
Type H. Noun phrase with a deferred limiter5  the limiter occurs after the NP head (e.g. He 
asked for nothing at all). 
                                                 
3 A floating constituent, as defined by De Mönnink (2000: 25), is seen in those instances in which a constituent 
occurs in a position outside the boundaries of its mother constituent. 
4 If an NP has one or more floating constituents, it is called discontinuous, as stated by De Mönnink (2000: 25). 
5 For a definition of limiter, see page 17. 
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Type I. Noun phrase with a floating deferred emphasizer  the emphasizer occurs outside NP 
boundaries (e.g. She already knew that he was himself outside the city). 
2.1.4 Noun phrases as means for style 
One of the features which may define noun phrases is that of their static nature, as opposed to 
the dynamism of verbs. The addition of nominal premodifiers to the head of a noun phrase 
helps to increase this static character, which itself has some consequences in terms of the 
goals with which language users may employ them. As an illustration, we may refer to the 
case of scientific language, which will be also the concern of Chapter 4. According to 
Varantola (1993), owing to their static character, noun phrases with nominal premodification 
provide the statements they represent with a universalistic or normative vision, which 
generates a standardisation of the terminology that scientists employ. 
 Du Bois (1981) points out that the reasons why nominal premodification in scientific 
English noun phrases is a recursive phenomenon are not only of a stylistic nature but are also 
related to the assumptions of the writer as to what concerns shared information. Thus, 
prenominal position is usually occupied by shared information between the sender and 
receiver of a message, whereas new information is placed in postnominal position (the end-
focus principle). In order to explain this, she resorts to the concept of “communicative 
dynamism” whereby shared information includes less communicative dynamism than new 
information (cf. also Halliday 1985)6. Therefore, the later elements of a sentence are most 
communicative, that is, they bear the greatest message load. In spite of the fact that this 
phenomenon takes place at sentence level, she adds: “(…) the dynamic build up which is 
conceded to occur in units such as sentences can be seen to occur in their components, 
                                                 
6 Halliday refers to the concepts of theme and rheme into which a sentence is organized, and also to notions of 
given and new information, which often coincide with the theme and rheme, respectively. 
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specifically NPs.”(1981: 55). This awareness of the fact that there is shared knowledge causes 
a reduction in explicitness, itself characteristic of nominal premodification, since there is no 
need to repeat what is already known by the interlocutors. Similarly, Quirk et al. (1985: 1243) 
explain that this reduction in explicitness is related to the linguistic and situational context in 
which a given NP occurs. Thus, there is information of which interlocutors have been aware 
in previous linguistic interchanges; and there is also the context of the situation in which the 
sentence is uttered, which helps to fill informative slots in the most efficient way with the 
least number of linguistic elements. 
 The function of noun phrases as means for style is also perceived in journalistic 
language. Complex noun phrases are mainly used in newspaper headlines. Examples (4a) and 
(4b) may serve as illustrations. 
 
  (4a) Brown’s chief fundraiser embroiled in sleaze row 
  (4b) Call centre worker wins race case over accent 
 
Both examples are taken from The Times Online newspaper. As can be seen, there is just one 
verb acting as a link between two different complex noun phrases on which all the 
information load falls. Such headlines are clear examples of the compressed style of complex 
noun phrases that can be exploited in journalese7. Thus, complex NPs replace potential, more 
explicit and longer utterances like those with postmodifying relative clauses. Furthermore, the 
nominal style allows for an impersonal tone that can be used to establish distance between the 
writer and the news itself, creating the impression that the information presented is objective. 
This question will be dealt with in detail in Chapter 4. 
                                                 
7 For a definition of journalese see Chapter 4, Section 4.1.1. 




Premodifiers are optional elements in the noun phrase, given that their presence or absence 
does not affect the grammaticality of its structure. However, premodifiers provide the noun 
phrase with important features, since they identify, classify and define the head noun. Indeed, 
premodifiers have the potential to be present in all kinds of linguistic interchanges and 
situations. Furthermore, they contribute to the saving of space. 
 In addition, and going back to Varantola’s (1993: 75) statement introduced at the 
beginning of Section 2.1.4, premodifiers are seen as permanent, as opposed to postmodifiers, 
which are more dynamic and variable. Nouns and adjectives, which tend to be stative, are the 
prototypical categories that fill the premodifier position. Thus, premodifiers tend to describe 
permanent features of the noun they modify. In the following subsections attention will be 
paid to the role of the different component parts of premodification, as well as to their order 
of appearance and the possible combinations that may be found in premodifying position. 
2.2.1 Component parts of premodification 
As noted, premodifying position is usually and prototypically filled by adjectives (a sad 
scene), but also by participles (the stolen book/ the rising sun) and nouns (a car crash). In 
addition, there are other less frequent types of premodifying items, such as genitives (this 
airplane’s crew), phrases (a round-the-corner shop), and sentences (the I don’t know how 
many people). As has been previously noted, nouns and adjectives as premodifiers provide 
the noun phrase with a static character since they themselves are static. Nevertheless, this 
tendency towards some sort of permanence is also observed in the case of participles. Thus, 
 
  (5) a working man 
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is not a man who is working at a given time but a man who works habitually. 
 The premodifier position in noun phrases may be filled by one or more of the above 
mentioned items, since premodification is a recursive phenomenon. There is much variation 
across genres in the forms and quantity of premodifiers used; thus, for example, complex 
premodifying forms tend to be more present in scientific language than in a spontaneous 
conversation. There is theoretically no limit to the number of items which may appear in 
premodifying position; however, it is unusual to find more than four, since too much 
complexity in NP modification will imply a processing overload, leading to a loss of meaning 
and content. 
2.2.2 Order of premodifiers 
As we know, the sequence into which these modifying items may appear is not entirely free, 
since there is an order that depends on a number of factors, such as the intended meaning and 
the type of premodifier. 
 In the noun phrase structure, two different ordering constraints can be found. Rigid 
ordering constraints imply that their violation must give rise to an ungrammatical structure. 
For example, changing the order of the indefinite article and noun in (6a), below, for example, 
gives rise to an ungrammatical NP in (6b). 
 
  (6a) an apple 
  (6b) *apple an 
 
 Labile ordering constraints, on the other hand, imply that a change of order will not 
give rise to an ungrammatical structure; such constraints simply give the preferred order in the 
default case. Thus, departures from this order will often be of questionable acceptability but 
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may be justified by considerations of scope and information packaging (Payne & Huddleston, 
2002: 452) Thus, in examples (7a) and (7b), 
 
  (7a) I want to wear a long red dress 
  (7b) I want to wear a red long dress 
 
(7b) is an illustration of labile order. The prototypical order of modifiers in (7a) has been 
changed, but no ungrammatical expression has been created as a result. This second example 
serves to emphasise the kind of long dress the speaker wants to wear (which is red and not of 
any other colour). Thus, the sentence could be expanded as in (7c). 
 
(7c) I want to wear a red long dress and none of the other long dresses I 
have got in my wardrobe 
 
 As already noted, there is a general rule whereby the more objective and 
unquestionable modifiers are placed closer to the head of the NP, whereas the more subjective 
ones are placed further away. This implies that nouns are closer to the head noun, while 
adjectives (especially descriptive ones) will precede those modifying nouns. 
 
  (8) A touching private poetry reading 
 
In this NP, the descriptive adjective touching precedes the classifying adjective private, which 
itself precedes the modifying noun poetry; both are premodifiers of the head noun reading. 
Thus, positions closer to the head noun are filled by descriptive modifiers, which are “more 

































integral to the identification, classification, or description of the head noun referent.” (Biber et 
al., 1999: 599). Along the same lines, Quirk et al. (1985: 1339) distinguish four different 
premodification zones: precentral, central, postcentral, and prehead position. Non-gradable 
adjectives are situated in precentral position, gradable adjectives are placed in central 
position, whereas participles and colour adjectives are left in postcentral position. In prehead 
position are the least adjectival and most nominal modifiers (adjectives denoting nationality, 





Figure II Premodification zones 
 
When items of the same group co-occur there is a tendency for those modifiers which denote 
place and time to take precedence (e.g. National biological laboratory). Likewise, when there 
are two premodifying nouns (e.g. A plastic milk bottle), Quirk et al. (1985: 1342) point out 
that the second premodifier corresponds to the object of the verb in a potential underlying 
sentence (e.g. The bottle contains milk), whilst the first premodifying noun is related to 
material, means, instrument, space or any comparable adverbial relation (material in the 
example above). However, this is not always the case, as many examples in the present 
corpora have shown. Thus, in the case of example (9), 
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  (9) cable television regulation bill (FROWN A01 L6)8 
 
there is no possibility of saying that the *bill contains a regulation; rather, the bill regulates 
the cable television, which implies that the second premodifier becomes the verb of the 
potential sentence and the first premodifier becomes the direct object.  
2.2.3 Possible combinations 
Multiple premodification also implies that premodifying items may be coordinated. There are 
examples of coordinated premodifiers. 
 
  (10a) She was an absent and forgetful person 
  (10b) He gave me some honey and jam jars 
 
In both examples, there are two coordinated premodifiers which belong to the same category: 
two adjectives in the case of (10a) and two nouns in the case of (10b). Quirk et al. (1985: 
1340) note that there is no possibility for a coordination of premodifiers from different 
categories, such as a noun and an adjective. 
 
  (11) *the local and waterboard authorities 
 
However, many examples can be found of coordinated premodifiers which belong to different 
categories. 
 
                                                 
8 For an explanation of the reference of this extract see Chapter 4, Section 4.2.1. 
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  (12a) Hydraulic and fuel lines (FLOB J77 L206-207) 
  (12b) Parochial or district situation (FLOB G53 L107-108) 
 
In these, the first constituent of the coordination is an adjective and the second is a noun, both 
of which premodify the noun heads lines and situation. We may thus wonder to what extent 
example (11) is ungrammatical, since real examples of this kind are found. Likewise, 
Rosenbach (2005: 545) makes reference to these sorts of coordinations as examples of nouns 
which have adjectival properties, such as personal and family tragedy. She stresses the fact 
that if both noun and adjective are coordinated it is because they belong to the same category. 
However, this does not seem a very compelling argument, and indeed she ultimately 
recognises that great difficulty exists in explaining this phenomenon whereby both items seem 
to share the same function but not the same category. Clearly this matter deserves more 
reflection, since the answers provided so far are not satisfactory9. It may be analysed from 
other points of view, such as the gradience between adjectives and nouns and the progressive 
acquisition of adjectival characteristics by nouns in their function as modifiers. This question 
will be dealt with in detail in Chapter 3, Section 3.3.3. 
 Likewise, there are cases in which the coordination is placed in head position. 
 
  (13) Body fluids and chemicals (LOB J16 L66-67) 
 
                                                 
9 The fact that an adjective and a noun are considered to be of the same category just because they are 
coordinated does not seem to be very convincing. However, such cases are manifest examples of the fact that 
nouns in premodifying position are taking some properties which traditionally belong to the adjective. This could 
be an explanation for the grammaticality of the coordination between nouns and adjectives in premodifying 
position. 
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in which a single noun premodifies the coordinated head nouns fluids and chemicals. This 
kind of construction may yield some sort of ambiguity, since one may wonder whether the 
single modifier is referring to one or both of the coordinated head nouns. 
 Complexity in the case of premodification can also be appreciated in (14) and (15). 
 
  (14) some red brick farm houses 
 
In (14) a head noun is modified by two different nouns brick and farm. However, the 
complexity of these premodifiers is evident, since there is an adjective (red) which is itself 
modifying brick. This means that premodifiers can be themselves individually and internally 
modified by other items. In relation to this, Payne & Huddleston (2002: 446-447) distinguish 
between stacked modification and submodification. In stacked modification, the items modify 
the head successively rather than simultaneously. 
 
  (15) red linen skirts 
 
That is, in (15) the modifier linen modifies the head of the noun phrase skirts, and the whole 
composition is modified by red. The evidence for such a structure is justified with 
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  (15a) red linen skirts and dresses 
  (15b) red linen skirts and cotton dresses 
  (15c) red linen skirts and blue cotton dresses these skirts 
  (15d) I prefer the red linen skirts to these   these linen skirts 
         these red linen skirts 
 
Examples (15a-c) provide different coordinations of the same noun phrase which do not affect 
the whole composition red linen skirts. Example (15d) shows that any of the three heads can 
be the antecedent of an anaphoric expression (skirts, linen skirts, or red linen skirts). 
 In the case of submodification, the modifier can itself be internally modified by 
another modifier, as in example (14), in which red is internally modifying brick, which is at 
the same time modifying the head of the noun phrase houses (some [[red brick] [farm 
houses]]). 
2.3 The role of premodification as opposed to postmodification 
In order to identify, classify or define a noun within a noun phrase, there exists the possibility 
of making a choice between pre and post modifiers. This choice is conditioned by the 
distinction between the explicitness and non-explicitness of the information provided by the 
NP and the communicative goals that the interlocutor intends to achieve. These issues will be 
considered in the present section, below, which seeks to clarify the value of premodification 
as opposed to the option of postmodification. 
2.3.1 Previous studies 
The different results derived from the use of pre or post modifiers were already noticed in 
different works. Thus, De Haan (1989) has looked at the frequency of use of premodifiers in 
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relation to the kinds of postmodifiers with which they can co-occur. He used a corpus which 
allowed him to compare fictional to non-fictional genres. Firstly, he points out that non-
fictional texts contain more complex structures, owing to the fact that non-fiction does not 
contain direct speech. Fiction, on the other hand, shows a preference for simple noun phrases 
in subject position, whereas it shows more complex noun phrases in non-subject position. 
Noun phrases with postmodifiers are preferred in sentence final position and are avoided in 
non-final positions. In subject position, the postmodifying clause is extraposed, leaving the 
reminder of the subject noun phrase in sentence initial position. The corpus also shows that 
there are relatively few premodifiers in noun phrases that contain postmodifying clauses. 
 Raumolin-Brunberg (1991) has studied the spread of noun phrases in early sixteenth 
century English. Using the writings of Sir Thomas More, she has concluded that adjectives 
were the most common type of premodifier, whereas prepositional phrases were the most 
common postmodifiers. 
 Jucker (1992) takes a sociolinguistic approach to his study of noun phrase structure. 
He establishes some differences between “high-quality” and popular newspapers, since they 
are addressed to two different kinds of audience and thus two different socio-economic 
classes. He concludes by observing that the up-market papers have the highest number of 
adjectives and the lowest share of nouns and names in pre-head position; down-market papers 
have a high proportion of nouns and names in pre-head position, but fewer adjectives. 
 De Mönnink (2000) has looked at the mobility of constituents in the noun phrase, 
basing her work on a corpus, and has concluded that the immediate constituents of the noun 
phrase can occur at various positions within or outside its boundaries. Also, the immediate 
constituents of a modifying noun phrase can be subject to mobility, resulting in a 
discontinuous modifier of the noun phrase, either within or across noun phrase boundaries. 
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 Biber & Clark (2002) have made use of the ARCHER corpus (cf. Biber et al. 1994) to 
compare the patterns of use of modification in four different registers: drama, fiction, 
newspaper reportage and medical prose. They studied the frequency of pre and post modifiers 
in noun phrases for the four registers and their distribution in Present Day English noun 
phrases. The four registers show almost the same occurrence of NPs. However, the use of 
modification reveals differences: despite the fact that there has been an increase in the use of 
both attributive adjectives and nouns as premodifiers over the past three centuries, the greatest 
change has been the increasing use of nouns premodifying common nouns. Also, for 
postmodification, prepositional phrases are the most common type, as would be expected; this 
is specially the case of of-phrases. 
2.3.2 Lack of explicitness and context information 
As has been previously noted, premodifiers are less explicit in meaning relations than 
postmodifiers, since some of the grammatical items that appear in postmodifying position are 
lost in premodification. This gives way to more restricted forms based on previous meaning 
or shared cultural background. In principle, different forms for the same linguistic goal cannot 
coexist, given that this would imply redundancy (cf. Goldberg’s [1995] Principle of No 
Synonymy of Form). This is the reason why premodification and postmodification can be 
distinguished, broadly speaking, by their semantic implications. Along these lines, Quirk et 
al. (1985: 1242) base the distinction of premodifiers from postmodifiers on the fact that 
premodifiers are semantically less explicit than postmodifiers, once several grammatical items 
such as verbs or prepositions are elided in premodification. They stress that premodification 
can be interpreted in terms of postmodification, which would entail a more explicit expression 
of the same concept. The noun phrases in (16a) and (16b) may serve as an example. 
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  (16a) the autumn election 
  (16b) the election which is held in autumn 
 
The premodifier in (16a) includes all the relations which are explicit in the second example, 
which contains a postmodifying element (which is held in autumn). This lack of explicitness 
would obviously bring about a danger of misunderstanding, since these constructions may be 
ambiguous, were it not for the fact that contextual information available as a means of 
avoiding ambiguity. The choices that speakers or writers make when using these kinds of 
constructions are thus always context-sensitive. The speaker or writer is aware of the 
information that their interlocutors already know, an awareness which allows them to use 
such non-explicit constructions with no fear of being misunderstood. 
 From this, it may be concluded that reduction in explicitness is clearly related to a 
specific linguistic and situational context. When a context is first established, such as in the 
case of the initiation of a conversation, there is a need to be as explicit as possible and thus 
introduce as many modifiers - and textual relations among them - as needed for the creation of 
a clear context. Once this information has been established, the number of modifiers and their 
relations is reduced, since there is no need to report details which interlocutors can glean from 
the context. As a result, the noun phrase is no longer as explicit grammatically. 
 
  (17a) the red dress girl 
  (17b) the girl who is wearing a red dress 
 
Example (17a) is a noun phrase which has a premodifier red dress; example (17b), however, 
is a noun phrase which has a relative clause who is wearing a red dress as a postmodifier. 
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Both (17a) and (17b) express the same idea of a girl wearing a red dress. Speakers can employ 
either phrase since both are grammatical expressions and have semantic content. Interlocutors 
will have assimilated the fact that the premodifier of (17a) means exactly what is entailed in 
(17b). However, the presuppositional status that the premodifier has acquired in (17a) is not 
showed in the postmodifier in (17b). There is information which is shared by both the sender 
and receiver of a message in (17a), that is, presupposed information, which is completely new 
in the case of (17b). Thus, we may imagine a conversation in a crowded cafeteria between 
two friends who want to take a seat: 
 
  A. Do you see that girl sitting in the corner? 
  B. Which one do you mean? 
  A. The girl who is wearing a red dress. 
  B. Oh! yes. Now I see her. 
  A. I think she has asked for the bill. 
 
A few minutes later, they again refer to the same person: 
 
  A. Look, the red dress girl is leaving. 
  B. Yes, so we can take a seat now. 
 
This conversation has two stages. In stage 1, there is a first reference to the girl, with 
postmodification, since all information about her is new. The speaker needs to deliver as 
much information as possible about the referent to ensure that his interlocutor understands. 
Once this information is delivered, both interlocutors implicitly agree on the main defining 
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characteristic of this person, and hence they share the same qualifiers in referring to her and in 
discriminating her from all other potential referents in the context. The qualifier red dress 
seems to be a good option, and finally speaker A decides to conventionalise it by using a 
premodifier red dress in stage 2. From this it may be concluded that premodification performs 
a different commutative function from postmodification. 
2.3.3 The pragmatic function of premodification 
The lack of explicitness characteristic of premodification is simply due to the fact that the 
premodified items themselves are used within a context. If the resulting semantic implications 
are given with the help of context, premodifiers can be freely used in that given context. 
However, speakers use them in order to achieve certain goals. One of these, probably the most 
obvious, is that premodifiers tend to shorten the length of the noun phrases into which they 
are inserted. This reduction implies that the interlocutor can send the message using minimal 
coding, saving space and time by creating compact packages of information. 
The items placed in premodification position may also be given the status of 
permanent. In this case, they can create a subclass of the class denoted by the head of the 
noun phrase; that is, they become classifying modifiers. Consider examples (18a) and (18b). 
 
  (18a) a tea cup 
  (18b) a cup of tea 
 
Here, the contrast expressed by the two kinds of modifiers is clearly seen. In (18a) there is a 
cup which is defined as a cup used to drink tea. It probably has a shape and other features 
which help to identify it as a tea cup rather than any other kind of cup. However, in (18b) 
there is a cup which has no defining characteristics. It is merely a cup that contains tea at this 
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moment in time, whereas the tea cup is always a tea cup, whatever it contains. In view of this, 
Jucker (1992: 67) claims that modifiers in prehead position do not describe the head of the 
noun phrase but actually restrict its possible referents to a small subgroup. Thus, premodifiers 
provide the noun with a new status which is not given by postmodification. This is the 
abovementioned permanence that they provide to the noun phrase in which they are inserted. 
2.4 Summary and concluding remarks 
The present chapter has dealt with the definition and function of noun phrases as well as their 
structural patterns, emphasizing the role of premodifiers as opposed to other kinds of 
modification in noun phrase structure. The definition of NPs has evolved through time, 
following the different theories that have appeared over the course of the 20th century, yet 
these different approaches all have in common the belief that noun phrases are part of a 
syntactic group and are themselves made up of component parts. However, componentiality is 
losing ground in favour of the ideas put forward by Cognitive Grammar through the proposal 
of a symbolic approach. The role of noun phrases as means for style is characterised by their 
static nature as compared to verbs, and by their compacted appearance, which is also related 
to contextual information and to the position of the information load; those concepts will be 
discussed in detail in the following chapters. Reference has also been made above to their 
structural patterns, which allows for a consideration of the function of premodification and the 
role nouns play when filling premodifying position, which will also be the main topic of the 
following chapter. It has also been shown above that nouns as premodifiers not only fill the 
place which traditionally corresponds to adjectives but can also enter into coordination with 
them, implying that nouns in such position acquire adjectival characteristics in a process of 
gradience between categories. This topic will also be the concern of Chapter 3. 
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 To sum up, this chapter has served as an introduction in which the noun as a modifier 
has been placed in context, and has also served to explore the question of why nouns may 
actually function as modifiers in noun phrase structure. Various topics related to the function 
of nouns as modifiers have been introduced and will be expanded upon in the following 
chapter. 




3 NOMINAL MODIFIERS: DEFINITION AND CHARACTERISTICS 
As previously noted, noun phrases are built up of a noun acting as head, around which some 
dependents cluster, amongst these modifiers. The prototypical category fulfilling the position 
of premodifier is that of adjective. However, nouns as modifiers are also frequently found. In 
what follows, a comprehensive overview of the features which define nouns as modifiers is 
presented. 
 Section 3.1 deals with the definition of nominal modifiers, surveys the features that 
characterise them, and discusses a number of suggested explanations as to why they are used 
in English. Section 3.2 reviews the existing literature on nominal modification. Section 3.3 
poses the following question: why are nominal premodifiers still understandable if they are 
simply juxtaposed items? Ambiguity in N+N structures will be studied from three different 
perspectives: syntactic, semantic and categorial. In Section 3.4, I will focus on the problem of 
establishing clear-cut boundaries between syntax and morphology while dealing with nouns 
as modifiers in the noun phrase; processes concerning nominal modifiers, such as 
institutionalisation and lexicalisation, will be examined in depth here. Section 3.5 compares 
nouns as premodifiers with other sorts of modification, such as prepositional phrases, relative 
clauses, genitive phrases and adjectives. 
3.1 Nominal modifiers 
As we know, the construction of a noun phrase is recursive, that is, we may add new items to 
its head which help to specify and characterise the extralinguistic referent that the NP is 
alluding to. The head noun allows the insertion of items to both its left and right sides with 
pre and post dependents, whether they are internal or external (cf. Quirk et al. 1985; Payne & 
Huddleston, 2002: 439-447). The premodifier position can be filled by different categories, 
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such as adjectives (e.g. a red car), participles (e.g. the missing documents) or nouns (e.g. a 
gold watch). Adjectives are the prototypical category fulfilling this position (cf. Jucker 1992; 
Biber & Clark 2002). As noted in the previous chapter, adjectives are classified depending on 
the properties they lend the noun which they modify. Their place and order within the noun 
phrase has been a frequent subject of study (cf. Bache 1978; de Mönnink 2000; Rijkhoff 
2002). 
 In spite of the status of adjectives as the prototypical premodifying category, there is 
evidence of the increasing use of nouns as premodifiers. Biber et al. (1999) observed that, 
within premodification, nouns are nearly as frequent as attributive adjectives in the Longman 
Spoken and Written English (LSWE) Corpus, a compilation of about 40 million words 
distributed into four different genres, namely conversation, fiction, news and academic prose; 
this tendency was especially notable in news and academic prose. Within postmodification, 
prepositional phrases are the most frequently used dependents, which means that non-clausal 
modification shows a clear supremacy in Present Day English. Furthermore, the work by 
Biber & Clark (2002) on the spread of nouns as premodifiers in the Present Day English noun 
phrase is just another example of this tendency and the interest it has raised among scholars 
(cf. Chapter 2, Section 2.3.1). Hence, it will be of interest to consider why nominal 
premodifiers are now on the rise, and which specific functional reasons there might be for 
this. 
3.1.1 Nouns as modifiers 
A noun may be defined as the category which characteristically occupies the head position in 
an NP. It usually inflects for number and it may be accompanied by various dependents, such 
as determinatives, adjective phrases and relative clauses. Such a definition clearly allows for 
the possibility that nouns may adopt new functions, since the function of the head is seen as 
3 NOMINAL MODIFIERS: DEFINITION AND CHARACTERISTICS
 
 39
characteristic but not the only possible one. Nouns as dependents accompany the head of the 
noun phrase, providing it with those specific qualities that are singular to the given entity. 
They specify and characterise the head noun, and by providing additional information become 
essential ingredients in the process of exchanging information within a given communicative 
process. 
 Modifiers can also be nominals (understood as a category intermediate between the 
noun phrase and the noun; see also Chapter 2, Section 2.1.2), owing to the fact that they 
themselves can contain their own pre-head dependents (19a). However, they cannot usually 
take dependents to their right side (19b). 
 
  (19a) a [white rubber] hanger 
  (19b) *a [white rubber of high quality] hanger 
 
Nonetheless, there are exceptions, and such is the case of institutional proper names (cf. 
Payne & Huddleston, 2002: 444). 
 
  (20) [Institute of Development] Studies (FLOB B10 L90) 
 
where the premodifying noun Institute is itself modified by a postmodifying prepositional 
phrase of Development. 
 Nouns as dependents can be of two kinds: complements or adjuncts. As complements, 
they and the head noun are part of an unbreakable combination (e.g. a linguistics student). As 
adjuncts, they freely combine with the head noun (e.g. an Oxford student). We might recall 
from the previous chapter that Payne & Huddleston (2002: 439-443) make a rather sharp 
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distinction between these two types of noun dependents. However, when dealing with nouns 
as complements, it is sometimes difficult to discern whether they are part of a syntactic phrase 
or, rather, whether they combine with another noun to form a morphological compound (cf. 
Section 3.4; also Bauer 1998; Bisetto & Scalise 1999; Giegerich 2004; Rosenbach 2007). 
 The former distinction is intimately related to the order of premodifying nouns within 
noun phrase structure. Thus, the Principle of Head Proximity (cf. Rijkhoff, 2002: 264) 
captures the idea that in a subordinate domain the preferred position of the head constituent is 
as close as possible to the head of the superordinate domain. This implies that, given an NP as 
a superordinate domain, the head constituent of a subordinate domain (that is, a modifier) is 
as close as possible to the head of the NP. In relation to this, there are differences among 
categories, thus nouns are closer to the head noun than attributive adjectives. The 
abovementioned distinction between complements and adjuncts may serve to explain why 
there is such a fixed order of occurrence. Complements are mainly realised by nouns or 
nominals, as in a linguistics student; adjuncts, on the other hand, are mainly realised by 
attributive adjectives, such as white in a white skirt. As has already been noted, the 
relationship between a complement and the head noun is tighter than in the case of adjuncts, a 
further reason why those complements are closer to the head noun than adjuncts such as 
adjectives (e.g. a smart linguistics student). However, there are exceptions to this, and 
adjectives which are complements can be found (cf. Payne & Huddleston, 2002: 439), as with 
criminal in criminal lawyer, or nouns which are adjuncts, as with London in London 
Psychiatric Hospital, in which there is a modifying noun followed by a modifying adjective. 
 Another classification which resembles Payne & Huddleston’s is the distinction 
between restrictive and non-restrictive modifiers (cf. Warren, 1993: 59-60). Nouns as 
modifiers are usually restrictive, since they combine with their heads to form units with a 
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specific reference (e.g. flower seller), whereas adjectives as modifiers tend to be non-
restrictive, since they simply provide the head of the noun phrase with additional information 
about the referent (e.g. an amusing joke). As restrictive modifiers, nouns can be defining or 
classifying, in this latter case narrowing the denotational class of the head noun to a subset 
denoted by that head (e.g. telephone box, since this is not a kind of box but it refers to another 
kind of entity) (cf. De Mönnink 2000; Rosenbach 2007). As restrictive modifiers, nouns can 
also be identifying, when they restrict the reference of the head noun (e.g. winter clothes, 
restricting clothes to the ones that are usually worn in winter). However, there are occasions 
when nouns as modifiers are non-restrictive, such as an Oxford old residence, in which 
context makes it evident that Oxford neither identifies which particular residence is referred 
to, nor indicates a particular type of residence (cf. Warren, 1993: 64). As noted in Warren 
(1993: 60), this distinction would explain the phonological, morphological and syntactic 







Warren refers here to the stress pattern characteristic of nouns when combining with other 
nouns. She also notes that modifying nouns are not inflected for plural even if they refer to 
plural referents, and goes on to identify the problem of ambiguity when nouns as modifiers 
co-occur with other nominal modifiers. These issues will be taken up in what follows. 
Nominal modifiers, because of their restrictive function, 
tend to be part of a stress pattern involving stress 
reduction, lose their ability to be inflected and, when 
combined with another modifier, have no predictable 
scope of modification, so that this has to be indicated by 
position or coordinating conjunctions. 
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3.1.2 The variability of stress patterns 
The syntactic vs. morphological nature of N+N structures is a question which will be dealt 
with in greater detail in Section 3.4. However, it should be mentioned at this point that this 
issue has a bearing on the consideration of stress as a defining characteristic of each syntactic 
or morphological nominal construction. In fact, stress in N+N structures has often been used 
to argue against or in favour of the distinction between syntactic phrases and morphological 
units (cf. Giegerich 2004). Marchand (1969), for instance, claims that stress may serve to 
distinguish syntactic phrases from compounds. He maintains that any substantive may be used 
to determine another substantive, by which is meant that the first is transposed from the 
position of head (determinatum) to that of modifier (determinant). This is a syntactic 
phenomenon which has nothing to do with word-formation and whose basic stress pattern is 
that of double stress (e.g. ,stone ´wall). On the other hand, there are fore-stressed 
combinations which show a lexical relation between a dependent and its head and which are 
part of a word-formation process (e.g. ´suitcase). Thus, for any N+N combination whose first 
constituent is transposed, the rule is that of syntactic double stress. Marchand (1969: 23) 
points out that a deviation from that rule must be accounted for by special semantic and/or 
grammatical reasons. Such a contrast can be seen in examples (21a) and (21b). 
 
  (21a) girl friend  syntactic phrase with double stress 
  (21b) girlfriend  morphological group with fore-stress 
 
Additionally, the frequency of use of the same second element in N+N sequences (as ware in 
ironware, silverware, etc.) may also be a reason for the existence of fore-stress. Similarly, 
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Liberman & Prince (1977: 257) point out that “[I]n any pair of sister nodes [AB]x , where X is 
a phrasal category, B is strong”, which means that phrasal structures receive right-hand stress. 
 Olsen (2000a), on the other hand, considers that all N+N sequences are morphological 
compounds, and thus stress depends on two patterns of interpretation. So, lefthand stress 
provides an interpretation based on a compound internal inferred relation between the two 
constituents, whereas righthand stress provides an interpretation based on a compound 
external modifier-like relation between the two constituents. The stress falls on the first 
element if the second constituent is deverbal (e.g. drug dealer) or if it denotes a semantic 
relation which may be applied to the first element (e.g. pizza shop). Also, lefthand stress 
occurs in compounds “(…) where a relational notion is not overtly expressed by the head 
noun, but is inferable on the basis of the meaning of one of the constituents (…) The inferred 
relation is then used to combine the meanings of the two elements in the compound.” (Olsen, 
2000a: 60). This implies that there is a semantic relation between the constituents to which we 
can have access through the application of the cultural background of a given speech 
community. Hence, stock market is a compound because the two constituents are semantically 
related to each other through the semantic field of economics and business. In other words, 
Olsen (2000a) relates the variability of stress placement on N+N structures to the semantic 
relation between their constituents. As a result, all N+N structures receive lefthand stress with 
the exception of: 
 
(i) Copulative compounds (e.g. woman ´doctor). 
(ii) When the first constituent is acting as either a locative or temporal modifier 
(e.g. hotel ´room, August ´contest). 
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(iii) When the first constituent denotes the material out of which something is made 
(e.g. silk ´dress). 
(iv) When a predicative relation is established (e.g. key ´word). 
 
As can be appreciated, these structures are based on the compound external relations of 
coordination and modification (Olsen, 2000a: 62). However, despite differences of stress and 
interpretation, Olsen is of the opinion that these differences are not enough to be considered 
indicative of a change in structure. 
 Payne & Huddleston (2002: 451) rely on the syntactic tests of coordination and 
modification to determine whether an N+N structure is a composite nominal (their term for 
syntactic constructions of this kind) or a compound noun. However, they also mention other, 
non-syntactic methods, including stress. Thus, the compound noun has stress on the first 
element, whereas the composite nominal has stress on the second (e.g. ´blackbird vs. black 
´bird). However, they recognise the imperfect nature of such tests, given that there are cases 
of composite nominals with left-hand stress (e.g. ´biology teacher) and compounds with right-
hand stress (e.g. ice ´cream for many speakers). As a consequence, when there is no 
correlation of the syntactic criteria of coordination and modification and non-syntactic criteria 
such as stress, they favour the syntactic tests in the analysis of compounds and composite 
nominals. 
 Giegerich (2004, 2005b) bases his account of variable stress patterns on what he calls 
a split site model, whereby N+N structures are generated on split sites: both in the syntax and 
in the lexicon. Thus, stress patterns are predicted for some N+N structures whereas there is a 
variable stress pattern for a distinct class of other structures. Accordingly, he distinguishes 
between [complement + head] structures which originate in the lexicon and are left-stressed 
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(e.g. ´watch maker), and [attribute + head] structures which originate in the syntax and are 
right-stressed (e.g. steel ´bridge). Those constructions which, in spite of being fore-stressed, 
are [attribute + head] constructions (e.g. ´orange juice), then, can finally be explained as the 
result of a lexicalisation process, where this process may have been accompanied by a gradual 
loss of syntactic characteristics that identify an N+N structure as a syntactic construct. For a 
further discussion see Section 3.4.1. 
 Plag (2006: 145-146), though, has reviewed this assumption, and maintains that the 
variability of stress assignment in N+N structures depends on the combination of structural, 
semantic and analogical features. Thus, as far as structure is concerned, we recall that 
[complement + head] structures are left-stressed (e.g. ´truck driver), whereas [attribute + 
head] structures are end-stressed (e.g. wood ´bridge). However, Plag raises the following 
question: why are all forms not phrases, since they all have the same superficial structure? 
Furthermore, if the stress pattern of N+N constructions were as Giegerich (2004) claimed, 
then all novel [attribute + head] structures should receive right-hand stress to begin with; this 
is not always the case, though, and attributive N+N structures with lefthand stress can indeed 
be found (e.g. ´chocolate cake).  
 As a consequence, further opinions as to a convincing explanation of stress variability 
need to be taken into account. From a semantic point of view, meaning relations among the 
elements of a compound may explain why some are left-stressed and others are right-stressed. 
Thus, all compounds are usually left-stressed but copulative compounds (e.g. scholar 
´activist), those which express a temporal or locative meaning relationship (e.g. summer 
´night, cf. Olsen 2000a, mentioned above), or those with a causative meaning which is usually 
paraphrased as “made for” or “created by” (e.g. Shakespeare ´sonnet), are right-stressed. Plag 
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(2006: 146-147), however, is able to cite some exceptions, such as ´man servant, ´summer 
camp or ´day job.  
 Finally, analogy may also explain such stress variability, based on the fact that many 
N+N structures choose their stress pattern in analogy with combinations that have the same 
head, i.e., the rightward element: 
 
 (22a) street  ´Oxford Street  > ´Main Street, ´Fourth Street 
 (22b) avenue  Fifth ´Avenue  > Madison ´Avenue 
 
The combinations with street as the second element here show leftward stress, whereas 
combinations with avenue as a second element show rightward stress. It follows, then, that 
[attribute + head] constructions show variable rightward and leftward stress. However, Plag 
(2006) considers that this variability cannot be explained in terms of lexicalisation, as 
Giegerich (2004) has proposed, asserting that “what is considered the effect of lexicalization 
in some approaches [cf. Giegerich 2004] would emerge naturally in an analogical system, in 
which existing (i.e., lexicalized) compounds influence new (i.e., non lexicalized) compounds 
to behave similarly.” (ibid.: 147). As a result, both the type of semantic relation and analogy 
play an important role in the determination of the variability of stress assignment. As far as 
the status of N+N structures is concerned, Plag (2006: 144) remains “agnostic with regard to 
the issue of whether NN constructions should be analysed as compounds or phrases” and talks 
mainly about “NN constructs”, even though he believes that the majority of N+N structures 
he uses in his article would be regarded as compounds by most analysts. 
 In a more recent study, based on a corpus of spoken discourse (The Boston University 
Radio Speech Corpus), Plag and others have proposed a further hypothesis regarding the 
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variability of stress patterns in compounds, in which the frequency of appearance of certain 
N+N constructs is taken into account:  “(…) compounds with a relatively high frequency will 
show less variability than compounds with a relatively less frequency.” (Plag et al., 2008: 
787). They present evidence that there is variability of stress patterns not only between types 
but also between tokens of the same type. As a consequence, it seems reasonable to suppose 
that variability in stress patterns is manifest in those N+N sequences which are less frequent; 
hence, when the token is low in frequency, there is a low representational strength, which 
implies that the stress pattern may be directed by the two constituent families to which N1 and 
N2 belong. Therefore, the constituent families suggest two competing stress patterns, and as a 
result the outcome will be unclear, giving way to variability. However, as Plag et al. (2008) 
themselves point out, this is merely a hypothesis, and requires further refinement.  
3.1.3 Morphological properties of nouns as modifiers 
As Warren (1993: 60) reminds us, nominal modifiers, because of their restrictive function, 
tend to lose their ability to be inflected and thus usually appear in singular form (e.g. book 
seller). There are even cases of nouns which usually have a plural inflection in their 
referential use (e.g. trousers) and lack the plural inflection when they modify another noun 
(e.g. trouser press). With this in mind, Adams (1973: 59) raises the possibility of considering 
the first elements in N+N structures as grammatically neutral rather than morphologically 
singular, arguing that on some occasions it is in fact the s genitive rather than the plural s that 
is lost (e.g. pigtail < pig’s tail). 
 The lack of plural marking might also be a consequence of the reduced referentiality 
of noun modifiers, a conclusion drawn by Koptjevskaja-Tamm & Rosenbach (2005; cited in 
Rosenbach 2007) on the basis of web-based analysis. They found that the dependent Bush in 
the Bush Administration was less likely to be referred to in the previous or subsequent context 
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than in the case of a genitive like Bush’s Administration. This implied that the modifying 
noun Bush was less salient, i.e., more backgrounded, than the genitive. However, as Quirk et 
al. (1985: 1334) point out, the plural attributive construction (e.g. grants committee) is on the 
increase, particularly in British English, where it is more common than in American English 
(see also Chapter 4, Section 4.5). The use of these plural modifying nouns may also be due to 
a process of institutionalisation. They are referred to by Quirk et al. (1985: 1334) as exclusive 
plurals: whereas the singular form is more generic and ambiguous, the plural form is not 
ambiguous and its interpretation is more accessible. They tend to occur with collective nouns 
and names of institutions as heads, and the stress tends to be on the premodifying plural, as in 
examples (23a) and (23b). 
 
  (23a) poetry books seller 
  (23b) book seller 
 
In (23a) the modifying noun books is in plural form because it refers to a particular kind of 
books (more specific), whereas in (23b) the modifying noun is in the singular because it refers 
to books in general (more generic). Taylor (2000: 361) considers that plural forms, such as 
sports in the N+N structure sports administrator, are acceptable maybe because those plural 
nouns have been subject to semantic drift and have acquired a semantic connotation that is 
lacking in the singular form. 
 
  (24a) telecommunication  communication at distance 
  (24b) telecommunications  technology 
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The construction of an N+N structure with one or the other modifying noun will result in two 
different meanings, and thus the kind of specification will also be different. This can be seen 
as a consequence of something akin to Goldberg’s (1995) Principle of the No Synonymy of 
Form (see also Bolinger 1977; Givón 1985; Wierzbicka 1988. Also mentioned in Chapter 2), 
which implies that the smallest change in the form of an item necessarily implies a change in 
its meaning. The use of singular or plural forms for modifying nouns can also be a reason to 
avoid ambiguities (e.g. goods shop vs. good shop). In spite of this, Taylor (2000) reminds us 
that this is an area in which many confusing and idiosyncratic exceptions exist. 
 Another morphological issue regarding nouns as modifiers has to do with irregular 
plurals. N+N structures can be made from irregular plural forms (e.g. mice eater) but rarely 
from regular plural forms (e.g. books shop), since, as Pinker (1994: 146) points out, irregular 
plurals are unusual and thus have to be stored in the mental dictionary as roots or stems (it is 
supposed that they are not to be generated by rule) and are attached to another noun in an 
N+N structure as independent stems. On the contrary, regular plurals are not stems stored in 
the mental dictionary but, rather, are formed by a rule; they are words which are assembled 
with an inflectional plural whenever this is needed, independently of their union to another 
noun, to form a new structure (whether lexical or syntactic). Interestingly, in an experiment 
with children discussed by Pinker, children constructed N+N structures mice-eater and rat-
eater from mice and rats. They used the irregular plural form of mice but never rats in its 
regular plural form, even though they had no evidence from adult speech that this is how 
languages function. Thus: “(…) children automatically distinguish between roots stored in the 
mental dictionary and inflected words created by a rule.” (ibid.: 147). 
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3.1.4 Suggested reasons for the use of N+N sequences 
Given what has been said above, we may wonder why these constructions are needed in 
English, that is, why there is a need to express concepts by means of sequences of two or 
more nouns. As will be noted later on, the use of noun combinations is a very productive 
pattern for expressing new concepts. However, there are clauses and other syntactic resources 
which may convey the same meaning as N+N structures. 
 
  (25a) consumer complaints 
  (25b) the complaints which are expressed by consumers 
 








In contrast, longer sentences or postmodifiers give rise to more dynamic expressions, which 
describe, rather than classify, extralinguistic referents. N+N sequences are created with the 
supposition that they will persist in the language. Phrases such as drug addiction, it is 
supposed, will remain useful over time, whereas a relative clause like the girl who is playing 
football with your friends is transient, to be used at a specific moment for a specific purpose, 
without the expectation that it will constitute part of an inventory for a later use. 
Premodification is a functional means of creating 
compact packages of information. It is space-saving and 
non-redundant; it captures a static, crystallised image of 
an extralinguistic object, event or process shared by a set 
of readers. It makes no difference whether this set 
consists of the general public in a particular society or a 
group of specialists. 
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These, then, are some of the reasons used to explain the use of N+N sequences. In 
what follows, a more detailed account of the possible motivations for the use of complex 
nominal combinations will be presented. 
3.1.4.1 Compactness 
Levi (1978: 58) refers to compactness to explain the increasing use of these sequences of 
nouns from a Transformational Grammar point of view. Thus, what could have been said by 
means of a longer underlying sentence is now said through the juxtaposition of (usually) two 
words, which obviously results in a shorter combination. This can be linked to the idea of 
economic motivation (cf. Haiman, 1985: 133), whereby shorter structures tend to be favoured 
when the ideas expressed by them occur frequently in speech. 
3.1.4.2 Availability 
The formation of complex noun sequences is a recursive phenomenon, in that new items can 
be added in order to create compact packages of information (e.g. A kitchen table > A 
restaurant kitchen table > A London restaurant kitchen table). However, in this process, some 
of the components (such as verbs or prepositions) of the longer sentences that imply the same 
meaning as those compact packages are omitted, since they are considered superfluous. 
Varantola (1993: 72) explains that this lack of verbs and prepositions leads to a loss of 
explicit textual information and obviously requires more shared knowledge between 
interlocutors. As a result, the more familiar a concept is to interlocutors, the more available it 
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In (26), a news reportage extract from the FROWN corpus10 in which the activities of Clinton 
and Gore during their electoral campaign are described, the phrase a daylong bus caravan 
across central Florida is introduced for the first time. Having made the reader aware of that 
trip to Florida, the journalist again refers to it a few lines later as their Florida trip, 
juxtaposing two nouns instead of employing the former long noun phrase. This is possible 
because the necessary information has already been delivered to the reader; information is 
now available to interlocutors through context, and hence there is no need to repeat all the 
words previously used to refer to this same extralinguistic reality (cf. Portero, 2007: 16-17). 
In (26) this also happens with information which is already available through cultural 
background or shared knowledge in the same extract: when talking about a morning rally, 





                                                 
10 For reference see Chapter 4, Section 4.2.1. 
Clinton and Gore made their foray into TV-talk politics after 
a daylong bus caravan across central Florida as they tried 
to pad a narrow lead in a state that last supported a Democrat 
for president in 1976. The Democrats were wrapping up their 
Florida trip with a morning rally at the University of 
Florida before heading on to Nashville and another 
unorthodox campaign appearance this time on the ‘Donahue 
Show’. (FROWN A01 L111-118) 











This extract is from a newspaper report also included in the corpus used in the current 
research. In the report, there is a first mention of some owners (L88-89), which is 
postmodified by two prepositional phrases of nine properties on Victory Lane, which give an 
explicit and precise account of what those owners possess and where. Further on (L122) there 
is a new mention of those owners, but this time, since the writer is aware of having already 
introduced the owners to the reader, this further mention is effected by means of an NP with a 
simple premodifier (property owners). This is obviously less explicit, but as Biber et al. 
(1999: 588) have pointed out, some implicit meaning relationships are now available through 
shared knowledge. 
3.1.4.3 Predictability 
Another reason for the use of N+N sequences has to do with the ability of speakers to predict 
the presence and role of a particular concept (cf. Baayen & Renouf, 1996: 142). Accessibility 
to that concept by the hearer or reader might be affected by several factors (cf. Givón 1989): 
 
(i) Distance from last mention. 
(ii) Recent mention of other potential referents. 
Jeffrey Heird, who resigned last year as the village’s 
public works director, said he would seek a restraining 
order against the project because it did not include a 
special assessment for owners of nine properties on 
Victory Lane (FROWN A30 L86-89) (…) But to set up a 
special assessment district, five of the nine property 
owners would have to petition the village and agree to pay 
a share for the project. (FROWN A30 L121-123) 
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(iii) Semantic information from within the clause. 
(iv) Thematic information from the preceding discourse. 
 
According to Givón, the first two factors are easy to measure in discourse, using text-based 
measurements of Referential Distance (RD) and Potential Interference (PI). Referential 
Distance refers to the number of clauses that have elapsed since the previous occurrence in 
the discourse, and Potential Interference quantifies the number of semantically compatible 
referents within the preceding three clauses. Factors (iii) and (iv), however, are much harder 
to measure. As a final remark on this issue, Givón (1989: 217) notes that there is a relation 
between the degree of predictability of a given referent and the phonological size of the 
grammatical device used to code it. This is known as the Code-Quantity Principle: “The less 
predictable/accessible a referent is the more phonological material will be used to code it”, by 
which is meant that material which is highly predictable by the interlocutors needs less coding 
material, since the information provided is more available or highly activated in memory. 
Thus, in the case of example (26), the writer uses the combination Florida trip instead of a 
longer sequence of items because s/he already knows that the information is highly available 
in the memory of the readers, given that the referential distance (RD) back to the previous 
mention is very short. 
3.2 Earlier analyses of N+N structures 
The modification of nouns by nouns has been the object of study by various scholars during 
the 20th century. In what follows, I provide a brief overview of the different approaches that 
have been taken, especially of those dating from the last quarter of the 20th century.  
 As previously mentioned, nominal modifiers have been of interest since Byington 
(1926, quoted in Varantola 1984) condemned the use of these complex constructions because 
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of their ambiguity. N+N structures were subsequently discussed by scholars such as 
Bloomfield (1984 [1933]), Lees (1960), and Marchand (1969). However, it is in the 1970s 
that monographs on the topic start to appear. Li (1971) views structures of this kind as 
compounds which have the function of subcategorising the referents of nouns (e.g. sugar 
bowl, rice bowl). They also provide names (e.g. Liberty Bell) and serve as a means for 
telegraphic speech (e.g. cradle song). These structures are seen to be generated through 
productive rules, and are formed by two constituents. There is a condition within the 
compound which limits the semantic relations of the constituents and these determine which 
nouns can appear in the construction. Li (1971) also considers that there are some exceptions 
to this process, as in the case of those structures created for telegraphic speech at a given 
moment, which are thus not part of a productivity process. This idea is refuted by Downing 
(1977: 816), who points out that “(…) any existing compound, telegraphic or not, may serve 
as the model for the analogical formation of any number of novel compounds.” 
 From a Transformational Grammar perspective, Levi (1978) provides a thorough 
analysis of the syntax and semantics of what she calls complex nominals. Her main hypothesis 
is based on the idea that complex nominals are generated from earlier underlying sentence 
structures. They may be created by deletion of the predicate (e.g. drugs death  death caused 
by drugs) or by nominalization (e.g. city regulations). For deletion, Levi (1978) built up a set 
of predicates (cause, have, make, use, be, for, in, from, about), which she referred to as RDP 
(Recoverably Deletable Predicates). These predicates are deleted in the process of the 
transformation from an underlying sentence into a surface structure. For example, the 
complex nominal disease germ derives from the underlying structure a germ causes a 
disease. This rule of deletion has access to the semantic content, which makes it possible to 
identify the (omitted) RDP. As can be seen, the RDPs are extremely basic, which implies that, 
3 NOMINAL MODIFIERS: DEFINITION AND CHARACTERISTICS
 
 56
from a semantic point of view, it is easy to establish a potential underlying structure for any 
given N+N structure. 
 As noted in 3.1.4.1, above, Levi (1978) argues that the main function of complex 
nominals is the communication of information in a compacted way. Also, complex nominals 
are naming devices, a characteristic which clearly moves N+N structures further away from 
syntax and brings them close to (or even within) the field of morphology. In spite of this, she 
still distinguishes a modifier and a head inside each complex nominal, which implies that 
their structure is still that of a syntactic construct. They seem to be highly productive as a 
system, owing to their compacted structure. In addition, their formation is produced with a 
reduced loss of semantic content, since all the elements of the underlying sentence may be 
present in the new structure (e.g. senatorial industrial investigations  senators investigate 
industry), or the elided elements may be easily recovered (as in the case of drugs death). For 
the purposes of the current review, the most interesting contribution in Levi’s (1978) work is 
perhaps the idea that complex nominals undergo a process of semantic specialization. She 





mountain village flea market 
 
honeymoon 
Figure III Continuum of derivational transparency as shown in Levi (1978) 
 
Whereas the most transparent complex nominals are derivable through regular syntactic 
processes, the meaning of the most opaque complex nominals cannot be easily inferred; hence 
they will eventually warrant their own dictionary entries.  
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 Bauer (1978: 54) establishes three features to distinguish a compound: morphological, 
phonological and semantic, when asserting that “[T]he compound, it is claimed, shows a 
degree of phonological, morphological and semantic isolation.” Those criteria, which will be 
discussed in Section 3.4.1, entail several problems, such as that of stress placement and its 
variability, already referred to in Section 3.1.2, above. 
 Warren (1978) established the semantic patterns of noun compounds. She considers 
these structures as indivisible semantic-syntactic units: 
 
(i) in the middle of which no adjective can be inserted (e.g. *girl beautiful friend) 
(ii) the first element cannot be inflected for number (e.g. *girls friend) 
(iii) determiners preceding a structure of this kind refer to the second element but 
never to the first constituent (e.g. these girl friends) 
 
Once again, N+N structures are placed within the field of morphology. Warren (1978: 47) 
talks about a comment-topic semantic structure, in which the comment refers to what is said 
about the topic, whereas the latter refers to what is being talked about. The comment can have 
a classifying or an identifying function. Thus, she distinguishes six different types of semantic 
relations in N+N structures: 
 
(i) A is something which constitutes B, or vice versa: paste wax. 
(ii) A is something of which B is a part or feature or vice versa: board member. 
(iii) A is the location or origin of B in time or space: sea food. 
(iv) The comment indicates the purpose of B: pie tin. 
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(v) The comment indicates the activity or interest with which B is habitually 
concerned: fire department. 
(vi) A indicates something that B resembles: bullet head. 
 
Within each semantic class there are further divisions and subdivisions. Each of these 
semantic classes admits prepositional paraphrasing (e.g. metal sheet  sheet of metal). 
However, Warren (1978: 49) makes it clear that “prepositional paraphrasing will, however, 
not work whenever idiomatization of the meaning of the compound has occurred, since this is 
tied to the compound form.” Thus, for example Sunday school and school on Sunday are not 
complete synonyms. 
 Bybee (1985) examines differences between lexical and syntactic compounds. While 
in the former the resulting unit is a complex structure whose meaning is not predictable from 
a summation of the meanings of its parts, in the latter the units combined also exist 
independently as words. The results of the compounding process are lexicalised and tend to 
gradually lose their semantic and phonological transparency (Bybee, 1985: 106). 
 The previous review reveals that in a first stage of the study of N+N structures, 
discussion was restricted to the consideration of these structures as morphological items, and 
the possible distinction between syntax and morphology was not a matter of great interest. 
Meaning relations between N+N constituents were the object of attention, as well as their 
productivity as a word formation process. An interesting topic which begins to emerge during 
this stage in the research is the process of lexicalisation that N+N structures may undergo. 
 The second stage in the study of N+N structures, it might be argued, takes place 
during the 1990s, when N+N structures begin to attract the interest of those working in textual 
genre studies and sociolinguistics. Raumolin-Brunberg (1991) conducts an in-depth analysis 
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of the noun phrase in 16th century English and underlines the early existence of common 
nouns functioning as pre-head constituents within noun phrase structure. However, the range 
of modifying nouns by that time is very restricted. Basing her research on a corpus of texts by 
Sir Thomas More’s writings, she found that all common nouns appearing in pre-head slots are 
simply titles denoting rank, social status or profession (e.g. king, master, doctor). A smaller 
proportion of nouns exists, these denoting family and household relations (e.g. daughter, 
servant, son). No other nouns appear modifying nouns. Furthermore, the head nouns are 
invariably human proper nouns.  
 Jucker (1992) introduces an interesting element into the study of nominal 
modification, taking a socioeconomic approach to account for N+N structures. He compares 
the different use of N+N structures in two kinds of newspapers, tabloids and broadsheets, 
finding significant differences in the rate of nouns as modifiers as compared to other 
premodifying categories (adjectives, participles, genitives). The social implications are based 
on the idea that the higher educational profile of the readership of the up-market papers goes 
together with a higher proportion of adjectives in premodifying position (ibid.: 152). The 
resulting data also show more significant differences between premodifying categories 
according to newspaper section (i.e., sports, home news, foreign news, business, arts) than 
according to newspaper category (i.e., quality vs. down market). Thus, quality newspapers 
resort to nouns in prehead position less often than down-market papers; in fact, more than a 
third of all premodifiers in prehead position are adjectives, while the proportion in down-
market papers is less than a fifth, which also implies that there is a much higher proportion of 
nouns than adjectives as premodifiers in down-market papers, as noted in Jucker (1992: 152). 
Also, the arts and foreign news sections show a higher rate of adjectives than nouns as 
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premodifiers; conversely, business, home news, and sports display a higher number of nouns 
in premodifier position, the last of which contains the highest proportion of all.  
 Varantola (1993) discusses the acceptability of N+N structures as devices used to 
achieve compactness, which provides an explanation as to why nominal modifiers are so 
frequently used, as well discussing why there may be opposing opinions as to the 
acceptability of N+N structures in the language. She is aware of that the widespread use of 
these constructions is sometimes criticised, since they make for compactness at the expense of 
explicitness. However, arguments in favour of the use of nominal modifiers are concerned 
with their communicative function and whether they are understandable within a given 
context. Consider examples (28a) and (28b). 
 
(28a) That child over there has a serious problem (…) The problem child has 
 left school 
(28b) That child over there is causing the students some problems (…) *The 
 problem child has left school 
 
Whereas in (28a) the use of the noun problem makes sense, in (28b) it does not, and the use of 
the adjective problematic would be more appropriate. According to Varantola (1993), this 
implies that the form of a given message must adapt to the content of that message (cf. also 
Wells 1960). 
 Varantola (1993) also makes reference to N+N structures as parts of a syntactic 
building block. According to this, N+N constructions appear in a context in which there is a 
contrast between the static nature of nominal constructions and the dynamic nature of verbal 
expressions (cf. Lehmann & Moravcsik, 2000: 732). 
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static  dynamic 
noun adjective verb 
 
Figure IV Contrast between the static and dynamic nature of nouns and verbs 
 
During the 1990s, the putative second phase of research interest into N+N structures, 
the status of these structures itself becomes a source of debate. Bauer (1998) works from the 
assumption that the criteria used to discern whether an N+N structure is a compound or a 
noun phrase are not clear enough. The criteria against which he provides evidence are the 
following:  
 
(i) Compounds are listed. 
(ii) Compounds are written as a single word. 
(iii) Compounds have fore-stress. 
(iv) The first element in a compound is syntactically isolated. 
(v) Compounds do not permit coordination. 
(vi) The head of a phrase can be replaced by one. 
 
 The final stage in this review of the study of N+N constructions begins, arguably, with 
Biber & Clark’s (2002) work on the spread of premodifiers in English, whose recent increase 
in use is manifest. The development of the mass media and of information and 
communication technologies, such as the Internet, has had an essential role in that increase. 
What was labelled the Global Village (McLuhan 1969) two generations ago has today 
acquired its fullest expression, and our current communicative realm undoubtedly favours the 
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use of short and direct linguistic devices to communicate effectively, amongst these N+N 
structures. 
 A rather different analysis is that of Benczes (2006: 10), who examines the semantics 
of metaphorical and metonymical N+N combinations (e.g. sandwich generation, snail mail) 
from a cognitive linguistic perspective, claiming that, once an N+N structure has been coined, 
it is already a compound word, whether or not it subsequently becomes established in the 
lexicon. Her main hypothesis is that the differences between endocentric N+N compounds 
such as apple tree and exocentric N+N compounds (which she refers to mainly as creative 
compounds11) such as hammerhead do not depend on more or less transparency of meaning 
but on creativity. These latter compounds, then, are created by means of “(…) a more 
imaginative, associative and creative word formation process, based on conceptual metaphor 
or metonymy” (ibid.: 184). Such compounds are not semantically transparent and can be 
analysed by means of “metaphor, metonymy, blending, profile determinacy and schema 
theory” (ibid.) within a cognitive linguistic framework. 
 Rosenbach (2005) examines the spread of N+N constructions from the second half of 
the 17th century to 1990. She aims to demonstrate, through a corpus analysis, that the Late 
Modern English period plays an essential role in the increase of these constructions. Using the 
British English news sections of the ARCHER corpus, she asks whether N+N structures have 
become more frequent per se, not just because nouns in general have become more common 
in English12. A comparison was made between the frequency of all nouns and of N+N 
structures in the relevant sections of the corpus, taking time intervals of fifty years, from the 
second half of the 17th century to the second half of the 20th century. The results indicate that 
                                                 
11 See Section 3.4.2.1 for an explanation of these concepts. 
12 We wonder whether she is referring to the increase in vocabulary items to name new things. Other works such 
as Potter (1975: 101) have pointed out that the growing orientation to information in our society is reflected in an 
increasing nominal style. 
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the increase of N+N constructions is consistent and that it does not depend exclusively on the 
increase of the use of nouns. She also asks whether this increase in use of N+N constructions 
is not only quantitative but also qualitative. Consequently, she analysed the role of animacy in 
the noun that functions as a modifier in the structure, that is, the leftmost element (e.g. book 
store vs. John store), and observed an increase in the use of noun modifiers denoting animacy 
(i.e., structures such as John store). The same results were obtained in scientific texts from the 
same period.  
 
She concludes that the increase in the number of N+N structures is not only due to the 
increase of nouns in general and that N+N structures have extended to collective and human 
modifiers from the 19th century onwards, which implies that their spread is not only a matter 
of increased frequency but also an extension in the contexts in which those N+N sequences 
may occur. 
Table 1 Distribution of N+N structures in news and science according to the findings in the ARCHER 
corpus (based on Rosenbach 2005) 




1700-1799 1 3 64 
1800-1899 4 16 117 






1700-1799 0 3 85 
1800-1899 0 9 169 
1900-1990 11 7 537 
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 Finally, the work of Giegerich (2004) and Plag (2006) on the variability of stress 
assignment in N+N structures also falls within this period in the study of such structures. 
These two studies were discussed in Section 3.1.2, above. 
 To summarise, various studies of N+N structures indicate that the question of nominal 
modification or compounding is still a matter of debate. Additionally, there seems to be no 
current solution to questions such as stress variability and the overlap with other structures 
like genitives or postmodifiers. Different approaches have shown that N+N structures are a 
phenomenon in constant development. 
3.3 Ambiguity in N+N sequences 
The phenomenon of nominal modification is recursive in that new modifiers can be added to 
the head to specify and characterise its meaning. This possibility is also extended to nouns as 
modifiers, and as a result different combinations are obtained. This recursiveness is obviously 
limited by constraints of a psychological and stylistic nature. Hence we may find structures 
such as example (29a), with five component parts. 
 
  (29a) tonnage scale air separation plants (LOB J07 L29) 
 
However, longer and more complicated structures are not at all common, even though a few 
examples do occur in my data. 
 
  (29b)  
 
 
The Queen has appointed a Tory, aristocratic, soft drink, 
beer, insurance, gas light and coke, match, banking and 
estate company chief to be Governor-General of 
Australia. (LOB A13 L124-126) 
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As can be seen, this is a rich phenomenon, allowing the creation of an infinite number of 
constructions depending on the speakers’ needs at a given moment. However, the use of 
premodifiers implies a reduction in explicitness, since there are items carrying meaning -such 
as verbs or prepositions- which occur in postmodification by prepositional phrases or relative 
clauses, but which are elided in nominal premodification. This reduction in explicitness may 
affect the meaning relations between the elements in an N+N construction, making it unclear 
or unpredictable from the semantic point of view (e.g. tree reader vs. a person who is reading 
under a tree). For that reason, the following sections are devoted to examining ambiguity in 
N+N structures from three perspectives, syntactic, semantic and categorial. 
3.3.1 Syntactic ambiguity 
Within noun phrase structure, we may find adjectives and nouns with a premodification 
function. When only two nouns are combined (e.g. school leaders), the interpretation of the 
sequence is generally straightforward: a noun school modifies the head of the noun phrase 
leaders. As a result, there is no difficulty in ascertaining the semantic composition of the 
entire phrase, hence its overall meaning. However, difficulties appear when dealing with 
longer sequences. 
 
  (30a) stock market news (FROWN A34 L113) 
 
Longer sequences of nouns require some extra attention in order to understand the internal 
relationships that their component parts display; that is, each of the component parts in a 
longer N+N sequence has its own function and this function must be known in order to 
understand the overall meaning of the nominal sequence. The above example, for instance, 
would break down as follows: 
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  (30b) [[stock market] news] 
 
The whole expression stock market modifies the head noun news, and stock in turn modifies 
market. This is an example of what Payne & Huddleston (2002: 447) term submodification, 
and in this case the modifier market itself is internally modified by stock (see also Chapter 2, 
Section 2.2.3). 
 The situation may be even more complicated with examples like (31a). 
 
  (31a) bank insurance system (FROWN A34 L48) 
 
One cannot be sure about the internal relationship among the three constituents here. The 
overall meaning may be that of an insurance system from a bank, or a system of bank 
insurance. 
 
  (31b) [bank [insurance system]] vs. [[bank insurance] system] 
 
Of all the possible interpretations that an N+N structure may have, speakers choose the one 
that is most contextually plausible. Of course, when an extralinguistic referent is “in the air” 
ambiguity fades away. The information from the shared cultural background within a 
community of speakers is also a potential source of disambiguation. Other such sources, in 
written English, include the use of hyphens (e.g. wire coat-hangers, public-school measure) 
and capital letters (e.g. EUROPEAN COMMUNITY attempts). However, extremely 
complicated cases also arise, such as example (32a) (Hirst, 1987: 144). 
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  (32a) Airport long term car park courtesy vehicle pickup point 
 
This long and messy N+N sequence was taken by Hirst from a sign at Gatwick Airport. Its 
length challenges the psychological and stylistic constraints of any reader. The bracketing of 
such a sequence could be as shown in (32b). 
 
(32b) [1[2[3airport[4[8long term]8[7car park]7]4]3[6courtesy vehicle]6]2[5pickup point]5]1 
 
Given the complexity of this phrase, we must ask whether the information it purports to 
communicate can in fact be retrieved by those people for whom it is intended. 
3.3.2 Semantic ambiguity 
Determining the meaning of a word or a sequence of words is often a difficult task, not only 
because one single noun may have more than one meaning (e.g. rattle may refer to “a baby’s 
toy” or to “a series of short loud sounds”), but because the combination of that noun with 
another one can give rise to ambiguous relational meanings (e.g. rattle snake might mean that 
“the snake rattles” or that “the snake has a rattle”) (cf. Portero 2004). 
 Warren (1978) explains that this ambiguity of some N+N structures is due to some sort 
of incompleteness; that is, some structures of this kind, such as air strip (“a strip for planes” 
instead of “a strip for air or made of air”), are incomplete, the complete form in this case 
being air plane strip. The abbreviated form is the result of the fact that the information of the 
elided element is coded by one of the elements which actually appears in the final structure. 
The elided element has a clear information value, but it has been elided because it is 
convenient for the interlocutors, who thus manifest a tacit agreement that this exclusion does 
not alter the reference of the whole nominal group. If it is indeed the case that this kind of 
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pact is extended to the whole community of speakers, then a short combination has already 
been established, such as fire box instead of fire wood box. There are, however, cases in 
which real ambiguity remains. This is the case with structures such as woman doctor, which 
Warren (1978) regards as truly ambiguous (is the doctor a woman, or does the doctor work 
with women?). Notice also that whereas an N+N structure may only have one referent, there 
is more than one possible relationship between the constituent elements, as in: 
 
 
      water for the bath 
  (33) bath water  water in the bath 
      water from the bath 
 
 




Wick that is part of a candle (whole-part) 
  (34) candlewick 
Wick that is in the candle (place-object) 
 
As Warren (1978) points out, the selection of one or the other is arbitrary, and context often 
does not help. Modification in such cases tends to be unacceptable; however, there are ways 
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of solving these meaning difficulties. Levi (1983: 189) notes several disambiguation strategies 
of a semantic and pragmatic nature. They are based on the following assumptions: 
 
(i) The regularities which define the formation of N+N structures and pragmatic 
principles which define the best way of creating these complex constructions in 
order to produce the intended communicative effect (i.e., we may know the 
meaning of leisure shop by analogy with other structures with the same formal 
regularities such as book shop). 
(ii) The common referent within the speech community (i.e., we may know the 
meaning of a given N+N structure if we are aware of the referent from the 
extralinguistic reality). 
(iii) Lexicalised meanings (i.e., iron curtain is already known by the speech 
community since its meaning has been institutionalised, in spite of the fact that 
it has nothing to do with the individual meanings of each of its component 
parts). 
(iv) Naming patterns based on the semantic class of head and modifier and their 
semantic relationship (i.e., activities in a time or a place like morning lectures). 
 
 Ambiguity in N+N combinations has been a focus of study in psycholinguistic 
research. Most of this work is based on experiments carried out to test how the meaning of 
N+N sequences is disambiguated. Costello & Keane (1997), for example, have based their 
research on cognitive assumptions, and consider that the linear distribution of nouns within 
N+N combinations plays an important role in diminishing semantic ambiguity. They 
distinguish between natural kind and artifact nouns on the one hand, and superordinate and 
3 NOMINAL MODIFIERS: DEFINITION AND CHARACTERISTICS
 
 70
basic level nouns on the other (cf. Rosch et al. 1976). As for the former, natural kind nouns 
are said to be those concepts not created by man, such as girl, fish, flower, etc., whereas 
artifact nouns have been created by man (e.g. computer, book, car, etc.). As for the latter, 
superordinate nouns are those which refer to more general concepts, whereas basic level 
nouns refer to more specific referents (e.g. vehicle vs. car). Given these differences, they 
hypothesise that the appearance of N+N combinations in a language will be constrained by 
the tendency of specific classes of nouns to combine in an unambiguous way. Since they 
believe that the main intention of these combinations is purely informative, then these 
combinations must entail the least possible ambiguous information. 
They based their research on field work with a small number of subjects, who were 
asked to collect the most familiar N+N combinations they knew over the course of a 30 
minute session. This was followed by a classification of those items according to the variables 
mentioned above: whether the component parts of those N+N structures were considered to 
be members of a superordinate or basic level of nouns, or whether they were considered to be 
artifacts or natural kind nouns. The results show that there are more natural kind nouns (e.g. 
girl friend) and basic level nouns (e.g. car crash) in modifier position than in head position. 
Conversely, there are fewer artifacts (e.g. book shop) and superordinate level nouns (e.g. 
vehicle fleet) functioning as modifiers. Since it is the modifier or first noun which usually 
restricts the reference of the second noun or head of the N+N combination, the fact that this 
modifier position is most of the time filled by natural kind and basic level nouns means that 
such a distribution actually contributes to avoiding ambiguity, or “polysemy” in their own 
words, within N+N combinations. 
Similarly, Gagné & Shoben (2002) carried out two experiments in order to determine 
whether the interpretation of an ambiguous N+N sequence is analogically influenced by the 
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exposure to previous similar combinations. As far as the first experiment is concerned, they 
hypothesised that it is easier to correctly interpret an N+N combination when the prime 
combination uses the same relations as the target sequence, for example, from adolescent 
magazine (“a magazine for adolescents”) to adolescent doctor (“a doctor for adolescents”) to 
animal doctor (“a doctor for animals”) than when the prime combination uses a different 
relation, for example, country doctor, adolescent experience. Consequently, for target 
combinations they selected combinations which were ambiguous in that they could have at 
least two meanings (e.g. adolescent doctor can be “a doctor for adolescents” and “a doctor 
who is an adolescent”). For the prime combinations, they selected three different kinds of 
combinations: those which used the target’s dominant relation, those which used the target’s 
subdominant relation, and those which used other relations than the ones of the target 
combination. Thus, from the prime combinations: 
 
(i) adolescent student (subdominant) 
(ii) adolescent magazine (dominant) 
(iii) adolescent experience (other),  
 
they were supposed to interpret an ambiguous target combination, such as 
 
  (iv) animal doctor 
 
as “a doctor for animals”, since it is taken from the dominant prime combination, adolescent 
magazine, interpreted as “a magazine for adolescents.” A total of 112 combinations were 
generated, each of which generated at least two different interpretations. The participants 
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were 72 undergraduate university students who were native speakers of English. They saw the 
prime combinations, gave an answer to them, and checked their answers by looking at the 
target combinations only once. The resulting data showed that the dominant prime 
combination influenced the interpretation of the target combination. 
As for the second experiment, the participants had to generate, rather than verify, a 
definition for an ambiguous target combination. The participants were 40 undergraduate 
university students, again native speakers of English. Almost 90% of the interpretations used 
either the subdominant and dominant combination, favouring the use of the dominant 
combination. 
These results demonstrate that it is not necessarily the case that previous contextual 
information influences the interpretation of a combination such as an N+N sequence. In fact, a 
single combination can affect the interpretation of the following one. 
Finally, semantic ambiguity has also been the object of study in the field of 
Computational Linguistics, in areas such as automatic translation in information extraction. 
The literature on the topic focuses mainly on solving processing problems that N+N 
sequences present to natural language analysers. Such problems are related to the 
determination of the length of N+N sequences (and thus to their limits), the interpretation of 
the ambiguous semantic relations between their component parts, and the establishment of 
their meaning as a whole, which usually depends on a given context. As an illustration, Hirst 
(1987: 78) points out that determining the meaning of a combination of words does not only 
depend on context but also on local cues, such as the meaning of nearby words. First of all, 
there must be a script which is related to the contextual recognition and which helps to decide 
on the meaning of the combination (e.g. guitar player is included into the script of “music-
making”). These cues may be, among other things, the semantic associations between the 
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words which are part of the nominal combination. Thus, on some occasions combined words 
are not as ambiguous as they appear, since only one of the meanings of one of them can fit 
with the meaning of the other. For instance, 
 
  (35) fruit stone 
 
is not an ambiguous combination in spite of the fact that stone may have two different 
meanings, namely “a mass of hard mineral matter” and “a hard inner layer of the pericarp of 
some fruits”; the second meaning is the only one that fits with fruit here. 
3.3.3 Categorial ambiguity: gradience and conversion in N+N structures 
Since our focus here is on the function of nouns as modifiers, which differs from their 
prototypical function as head of noun phrases, and since that function is typical of adjectives, 
we may wonder whether nouns as modifiers are in fact nouns at all, or whether they undergo a 
process of conversion from nouns into adjectives. 
 As a first step here, we may consider what has been understood as a category over the 
course of linguistic scholarship. There seem to be two different views. The first is an 
Aristotelian vision of class membership, which implies that there are no intermediate 
categories (i.e., membership in a category is governed by the strict rule of the excluded 
middle) since the classic categories (noun, verb, adjective, and adverb) are well-defined and 
delimited. From this assumption it follows that there is no possibility for gradience between 
grammatical categories. The second viewpoint supports the idea that there are no clear-cut 
boundaries between grammatical categories, and thus gradience is a habitual phenomenon. 
This is the position held by cognitive linguists, Langacker (1987) being a good illustration. 
Furthermore, according to this view, categories have prototypes, which tend to be the most 
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typical members. As a result, linguistic items show some properties which are more or less 
prototypical of the category they belong to, again implying that there is gradience. This can 
explain how it is that nouns can function as modifiers, even though they prototypically play 
the role of head of noun phrases. 
 One problem we may encounter when dealing with this question has to do with the 
confusion between form and function. Whereas nouns may function as modifiers, this does 
not imply that nouns are adjectives or like adjectives; that is, they exhibit the criteria for the 
function of adjectival categories, but not for the form. Huddleston & Pullum (2002) criticise 
the position of traditional school grammars, which tended to characterise these nouns –such as 
government in government inquiry– as adjectives. They also condemn their definition as 
“nouns used as adjectives”, as in Curme (1935), who viewed boy in boy actor as a “noun used 
as an adjective”, and Zandvoort (1975), who considered that nouns may be said to function as 
adjectives when they are used attributively. Such a position entails confusion between 
category and function, since nouns of this kind are used as attributive modifiers but are still 
nouns. Actually, there are good reasons why modifying nouns cannot be thus considered as 
adjectives; they do not exhibit the characteristics of adjectives such as grading, and cannot 
take adverbial dependents. 
 
(36a) *a very government inquiry  vs. a very cautious inquiry 
(36b) *a more government inquiry  vs. a more cautious inquiry 
 
Furthermore, as Marchand (1969: 361) points out: “No transposed substantive can be called 
an adjective unless it has received a categorical marker”, that is, unless there has been some 
kind of explicit change in form. So, in the case of government inquiry, government is a noun 
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which has acquired the property of modifying another noun. This implies that it is simply less 
nominal than government in cases such as the government, where it is head of the noun 
phrase. Also, government in modifying position cannot be pluralized, another property of 
adjectives. Hence, government in that position is still a noun but obviously displays some 
properties which tend to be exhibited by prototypical adjectives. This is an illustration of the 
process of intersective gradience which items of this kind may undergo. As defined by Aarts 
(2007: 124) “IG [intersective gradience] involves two form-class categories α and β and 
obtains where there exists a set γ of elements characterized by a subset of α-like properties 
and a subset of β-like properties.” 
 Rosenbach (2005: 546; 2007: 147) has also discussed the question of the category of 
premodifiers. She considers that, to the extent that nouns can also be premodifiers in noun 
phrase structure, it is difficult to distinguish them from adjectives, because they fulfil the 
same function as adjectives prototypically do. In spite of this, she concludes that noun 
modifiers should be regarded as nouns and not as adjectives. Denison (2001) recognises that 
diachronically there is a movement of some modifying nouns into the class of adjectives, and 
that there is thus intersective gradience from noun into adjective by some nouns in modifying 
position, such as fun and key. In the case of fun, for example, it is used as a modifier in 
attributive and predicative position (e.g. a fun home, that new game is fun). Denison even 
cites an example with a superlative ending, funnest, pointing out that this is “a sign of full 
morphological adjectivehood” (2001: 128). As far as key is concerned, there is a longstanding 
use of this word as a noun modifier (e.g. key problem), as recognised by the OED, which 
states that key is “passing into adjective in the sense of ‘dominant’, ‘controlling’, ‘chief’, 
‘essential’, especially designating some person or thing that is of crucial importance to 
others.” The premodifier key can also be found modified by adverbs (e.g. stress is a very key 
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factor), and in addition can be used in predicative position (e.g. the agreement of a mutually 
acceptable reserve is key). Consequently, Denison (2001: 129) argues that there is no simple 
switch from the noun into the adjective category, but rather a series of transitions from one 
category into the other. These small transitions will depend on the adjectival properties that 
the noun may acquire. Hence: 
 
(i) It cannot be pluralized (e.g. school measure). 
(ii) It can be coordinated with an adjective (e.g. ovarian and breast cancer). 
(iii) It can take degree modifiers (e.g. very root settings). 
(iv)  It can display comparative/superlative forms (e.g. the funnest iPod ever). 
(v) It can be used in predicative position (e.g. Cooperation is key to organic 
agricultural project). 
 
If it is the case that a noun exhibits these properties, then a process of conversion has taken 
place, whereby the word has changed its syntactic category without any related change of 
form. Nevertheless, noun to adjective conversion is very rare in English, the opposite being a 
more common phenomenon (i.e., conversion from adjective to noun: female, professional; cf. 
Bauer & Huddleston, 2002: 1640-1643). Conversion is considered by some as a special case 
of derivation, in which case it also receives the name of zero-derivation (cf. Marchand 1969), 
but others believe that conversion is a distinct phenomenon from derivation (cf. Bauer & 
Huddleston 2002). For adherents to the former view, the word is supposed to have a zero-
affix, that is, a covert affix through which the word is derived from a source or root category. 
Authors like Bauer & Huddleston (ibid.: 1641), however, prefer to say that there is no affix at 
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all, and in doing so avoid further problems, such as determining the number of zero-affixes 
and how to distinguish between them. 
 Conversion can be of two kinds: complete or partial. As for the former, the converted 
word takes on all the features which are characteristic of the category into which it has been 
converted and ceases to belong to the source category. In the case of partial conversion, the 
converted word takes on only some of the features which characterise the new category, and 
maintains some of its original features. This last kind of conversion is related to multiple-class 
membership (cf. Croft 2001). Thus, in maiden voyage, maiden can be considered to be an 
adjective because it has a different meaning in attributive position (“first” or “inaugural”) than 
it does as the head of a noun phrase (“young unmarried woman”). As a result, change of 
meaning can also be added to the properties that the noun may acquire listed above.  
 Given these distinctions, it may be concluded that conversion is a gradient 
phenomenon. As already noted, not many nouns undergo a complete process of conversion, 
and most typically nouns show some but not all of the properties which are characteristic of 
the adjective class when they occupy premodifying position. Put simply, then, in the majority 
of cases what we find are nouns which are less prototypical than others within their own 
category. 
3.4 The boundary between syntax and morphology 
As we know, the status of nouns when filling a slot other than their prototypical one (i.e., 
head in noun phrase structure) has been a source of debate. The main assumption of the 
present investigation is that such nouns are syntactic constructs, which nevertheless become 
in many cases components of morphological constructions or complex words (see also Payne 
& Huddleston 2002). However, some scholars believe, on the contrary, that all N+N 
structures are generated in the lexicon and are thus compounds (cf. Levi 1978; Warren 1978; 
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Benczes 2006), while yet others claim that there is no evidence for a clear-cut difference 
between lexicon and syntax in the generation of N+N constructions (cf. Bauer 1998). 
Furthermore, Liberman & Sproat (1992) find no evidence to suggest a lexical provenance for 
N+N structures, whereas others simply do not provide a concrete answer to the question (cf. 
Plag 2006). Nonetheless, what remains indisputable is the fact that N+N constructions are on 
the rise, and as such the reasons why such a phenomenon is constantly increasing in Present 
Day English must be found. 
 Spencer (2000: 312) draws attention to the status of words as anaphoric islands, which 
implies that words are supposed to be closed units, inaccessible to syntactic processes13. 
However, he points out that there are cases in which parts of words seem to be actually 
manipulated by syntactic processes, and sometimes morphological processes such as word 
formation seem to have an influence on phrases which, clearly, have been formed by syntactic 
processes. Thus, in the same way as syntax concatenates words to form phrases, morphology 
concatenates morphemes to form words. This implies a dichotomy between syntax and 
morphology, but also allows us to think that there may be some inherent characteristics in 
N+N structures which correspond both to those of syntactic structures and morphological 
items. 
 In the event that N+N structures could be proved to be syntactic in nature, they should 
exhibit the characteristics of other syntactic combinations, such as modifier + head noun in 
noun phrases. Thus, they should follow the pattern of right-hand or end-stress, since stress in 
noun phrases falls on the head element (e.g. brick ´house). In terms of semantics, N+N 
structures should be fully transparent, as modifier + head combinations, since the meaning 
                                                 
13 The existence of anaphoric islands is part of the Lexicalist  Hypothesis (cf. Katamba 1993), developed as a 
reaction against Generative Semantics, an approach to semantics and syntax whereby syntactic rules have free 
access to the internal structure of words. According to this, syntactic rules can manipulate the internal structure 
of complex words (cf. Postal 1970; Lakoff 1971). 
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would be directly inferred from the overall meaning of the component parts. Also, N+N 
constructions ought to be fully productive, and hence allow the possibility of adding new 
modifying elements to the same head noun to form new referring structures. Finally, from a 
semantic perspective they ought to display no internal argument structure, implying that both 
are arguments of an externally inferred predicate. Consider example (37). 
 
  (37) a brick house  the house is made of brick 
 
in the same way as in a large dog (= a dog that is large) the predicate is also externally 
inferred. 
 On the other hand, if N+N structures are to be considered lexical items, then they 
should share the characteristics inherent to morphologically complex nouns such as 
corkscrew. Owing to their idiosyncratic meaning, then, they must be subject to listing. They 
would also be expected to be left-headed (cf. Lieber 1992), and their constituent parts would 
not allow modification or coordination independently (cf. Bauer 1978; Lieber 1992; Carstairs-
McCarthy 1992; Payne & Huddleston 2002). In addition, there would be no possibility of 
replacing one of the constituents by one or another anaphoric device (e.g. * a bus driver and a 
truck one). 
 Taking all this into account, there is clearly a difficulty here in deciding whether a 
given N+N structure should be classified as a morphological item or a syntactic phrase. And 
in the event that we consider these structures to be compounds, we may also ask how some of 
them have syntactic properties. In the following section I will review the criteria which have 
traditionally been used for the definition and distinction of N+N structures as either 
morphological compounds or syntactic constructions. 
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3.4.1 Criteria for the definition of the status of N+N structures 
As noted briefly in Section 3.2, above, Bauer (1978: 54) puts forward three criteria for the 
identification of nominal compounds: “[T]he compound, it is claimed, shows a degree of 
phonological, morphological and semantic isolation.” From a phonological point of view, 
compounds carry stress on the first element, while phrasal constructions have two different 
foci for stress, even though one tends to be stronger than the other.  
 However, as far as the stress criterion is concerned, some problems and 
inconsistencies exist, as discussed in Section 3.1.2. Giegerich 2004 (see also Aronoff & 
Fudeman 2005) observes the dependence of stress assignment not only on the structure of 
N+N constructions themselves, but also on analogy and the semantic relation between the 
constituents of an N+N sequence (cf. Plag 2006). 
 Giegerich (2005a/b) distinguishes between two kinds of attribution, ascriptive and 
associative: 
 
(i) Ascriptive attribution is prototypical of adjectives, both in attributive or 
predicative use. It establishes a direct meaning relationship between the modifier and 
the head which is being modified (e.g. beautiful picture  the picture is beautiful). It 
thus expresses a property of the head noun. 
(ii) Associative attribution is a property of only some adjectives, when used as 
attributive modifiers. It establishes an indirect meaning relation between the modifier 
and the head which is being modified (e.g. beautiful dancer  the dancer is not 
beautiful but the activity of dancing which s/he performs is beautiful, thus s/he dances 
beautifully). Thus, it refers to an entity associated with the head noun. 
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This distinction can also be applied to nouns in attributive position. Thus: 
 
(i) Nominal ascription: boy actor. 
(ii) Nominal association: milk man. 
 
Sometimes there are doublets, as in the case of woman doctor, which may be considered to be 
“a doctor for women” (hence, associative) or “a doctor who is a woman” (hence, ascriptive). 
Contextual information will help to solve the ambiguity. 
 Adjectives with associative properties and nouns tend to be more lexical than phrasal, 
since their meaning is often more encrypted, obscure or opaque, that is, they have undergone 
a process of semantic lexicalisation. However, not all lexical N+Ns have fore-stress (some of 
them show end-stress, which is typical of syntactic phrases). For this reason, Giegerich 
concludes that it is the distinction between associative and ascriptive attribution that serves as 
a criterion to distinguish between compounds and phrases. Thus, it is not stress placement 
which defines and distinguishes phrases from compounds. Furthermore, the fact that lexical 
N+N structures show end-stress indicates that stress is one of the characteristics within a 
gradual process of lexicalisation and that, as a result, some N+N structures fall somewhere 
between lexicon and syntax. In other words, the lexicon-syntax divide, itself constructed with 
reference to three levels, namely syntax, semantics and phonology, shows in certain cases an 
overlap with the following potential divergences (Giegerich 2005b): 
 
(i) Syntax-semantics mismatches  forms that are lexical on semantic grounds 
(i.e., they are semantically opaque) are not supposed to allow pro-one; 
however, cigarette end does in a cigar end and a cigarette one. 
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(ii) Syntax-phonology mismatches  forms that are fore-stressed should not allow 
pro-one, however ´peanut oil and ´corn oil do in a peanut oil and a corn one. 
(iii) Semantics-phonology mismatches  forms that are syntactic in semantic 
terms (i.e., they are semantically transparent) should not have fore-stress, 
however, corn oil does. 
 
Since these mismatches occur, Giegerich (2005b) concludes by pointing out that the 
boundaries between lexicon and syntax regarding N+N structures are in fact fuzzy and, as a 
result, some sequences of nouns may fall somewhere in between. 
 Additionally, the results obtained from native speakers in an experiment carried out as 
part of the present research show inconsistencies in stress assignment (cf. Appendix IV and 
also Chapter 4, Section 4.4.1). Consequently, they do not provide a reliable answer to where 
stress falls. In some cases there seems to be no explanation at all for the different stress 
patterns (e.g. ´town house vs. country ´house, or ´rabbit warren vs. rabbit ´warren). 
 As regards morphological isolation, compounds are characterised by the unbreakable 
cohesion of their component parts, which implies that they are two lexemes acting as a single 
unit. The existence of morphological units of this kind implies a series of conditions when 
defining the concept of word, as proposed by Bauer (1998): 
 
(i) Positional mobility. The word is placed within the sentence and moves as a 
single unit. 
(ii) Internal stability. The constituents of a word have a fixed order. 
(iii) Uninterruptability. No external items can be freely added to a word. 
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 It is expected that true morphological compound words, such as some N+N structures, 
will exhibit these conditions. Payne & Huddleston (2002) distinguish between what they call 
composite nominal from compound noun (cf. Chapter 2; see also Bisetto & Scalise 1999) on 
the basis of two syntactic criteria, namely coordination and modification. These are two 
syntactic rules that cannot apply to morphological units, in accordance with the Lexical 
Integrity Principle, as proposed by Haspelmath (2002: 161): syntactic rules relating to word 
order and constituency cannot apply to parts of words. Coordination and modification, 
therefore, are useful as a means of testing whether a given N+N structure is either a composite 
nominal or a morphological compound. The following figure illustrates the different syntactic 
analyses of chain saw and afternoon coffee, assuming, provisionally, that the former is a 
genuine compound, and the latter a composite nominal. 




COMPOUND ANALYSIS          COMPOSITE NOMINAL ANALYSIS 
 
Figure V Syntactic analysis of a compound vs. a composite nominal 
 
For these two cases at least, the coordination and modification tests confirm the different 
structures of these N+N sequences. 
1. An afternoon coffee 2. A chain saw 
1.1. Various afternoon and evening coffees 2.1. * Various chain and metal saws 
1.2. Various afternoon teas and coffees 2.2. * Various chain hammers and saws
1.3. Three afternoon and two evening coffees 2.3. * Three chain and two metal saws 
1.4. Three [mid afternoon] coffees 2.4. * An [iron chain] saw 
1.5. Three afternoon black coffees 2.5. * A chain iron saw 
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 However, Bauer (1998: 73-74) notes as an exception the existence of potential 
modifiers which apply only to the first element of a morphological N+N sequence. 
 
  (38) High-energy physics (FROWN J01 L181) 
 
 Furthermore, modification within syntactic N+N structures may present additional 
problems in cases in which there are complements which immediately precede the head. 
 
  (39a) A linguistics student 
 
where linguistics is a complement and thus no other modifying items can be inserted after it. 
 
  (39b) *A linguistics smart student 
  
 As regards coordination, Bauer (1998: 74) has criticised this test, citing example (40). 
 
  (40) * Bread and buttercups 
 
Here there is an evident problem for coordination, because of the idiomatic reading of both 
elements in the compound buttercups (“small plant with bright yellow flowers”), “so there 
can be nothing in the same domain to co-ordinate with it.” Thus, in the hypothetical case in 
which honeycup was a flower, the coordination honey and buttercups would probably be 
possible. The impossibility of coordinating a compound such as buttercup, in Bauer’s view, 
has to do with the semantic idiomaticity of the compound, not with its nature as a compound. 
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Hence, the more idiomatic a construction is, the more difficult it is to coordinate it with other 
items. In other words, the impossibility of coordinating items such as *tooth and back ache 
and the possibility of coordinating others is not necessarily a consequence of there being two 
different constructions “one of which allows coordination and one of which does not; rather it 
can be seen to be the result of general constraints on coordination and varying degrees of 
lexicalization.” (Bauer, 1998: 75). 
 However, in connection with this, Payne & Huddleston (2002: 450) point out that the 
semantic relationship between the component parts is not enough to account for their 
coordination independently, which again supports coordination as a criterion to distinguish 
compounds from syntactic phrases. Note example (41). 
 
  (41) * The sunrise and set were amazing 
 
Sunrise and sunset are semantically comparable but cannot be split by coordination, as (41) 
illustrates. The same is the case with examples such as toothache and backache, teardrop and 
raindrop, etc. Payne & Huddleston (2002), then, support coordination as a test to distinguish 
between syntactic and morphological constructions. Furthermore, they add that abandoning 
such syntactic tests would imply that all N+N structures can either be only compounds or only 
syntactic phrases, which itself would lead to new problems. For example, if we consider that 
all N+N structures are syntactic objects, then there is no possible explanation for cases such as 
sunrise and sunset. Also, there would be a gap in the rules for forming compound nouns, in 
the sense that if there are so many compounds formed from adjectives (e.g. bittersweet, dark-
blue) and verbs (e.g. tape-record, blow-dry) why shouldn’t there be a compound formation 
system based on nouns? On the other hand, if all N+N sequences are considered to be 
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compounds, there seems to be a weakening of the boundaries between lexicon and syntax, 
since it would be difficult to explain why morphological units allow coordinations of 
Adjective + Noun (e.g. educational and integration projects), or elements with prepositional 
phrase complements (e.g. a Ministry of Defence official), whose appearance within a 
morphological item would be very difficult to explain. 
 Payne & Huddleston (2002) also refer to what they call non-syntactic criteria, such as 
orthography, meaning and productivity. As regards spelling, N+N sequences may have three 
syntactic realisations, namely as one orthographic word (e.g. lifestyle FROWN G01 L164), 
hyphenated (e.g. blood-stain FROWN G04 L74) or as two orthographic words (e.g. radio 
console FROWN G01 L11). The use of hyphenation, however, is not always consistent in 
English. In fact, there are examples of variant spellings in the corpora. 
 
  (42a) air raid  (FLOB G06 L28) 
  (42b) air-raid (FLOB G06 L196) 
 
 As regards semantics, Faiβ (1981: 148) considered it to be the most valuable criterion 
to define the status of compounds. In this respect, there exist differences in the degrees of 
specialisation that an N+N sequence may acquire. Thus, in the case of clear syntactic N+N 
structures, their meaning is the result of the sum of the meanings of their component parts, 
that is, their meaning is characterised by its compositionality (e.g. drug addiction means “an 
addiction to drugs”). However, for morphological N+N sequences, their meaning cannot be 
inferred directly from the meanings of each of the constituents, since they have acquired a 
semantic specialisation (e.g. streetcar does not mean “a car in the street” but “a wheeled 
vehicle which runs on rails and is propelled by electricity”). In general, it may be claimed that 
3 NOMINAL MODIFIERS: DEFINITION AND CHARACTERISTICS
 
 88
compounds have lost the transparency in meaning that is characteristic of syntactic phrases. 
This semantic change can be due either to a loss or an addition of meaning (cf. Portero, 2004: 
73), in that an extra-feature of meaning can be either added to or excluded from each 
component part, entailing that the meaning of a given morphological N+N sequence will be 
unpredictable. 
 
 (43a) A manuscript description (FLOB G50 L40)  “the description of a  
  manuscript” 
 
      vs. 
 
 (43b) A house boy (FLOB G53 L77)  “a man or boy who cleans and does  
  other jobs in someone else’s house” 
 
Example (43b) has specialised its meaning by adding special features related to the activity 
developed by a man or a boy in a house. 
 In spite of this, it is often possible to interpret the constituent elements of a more or 
less semantically lexicalised N+N sequence separately (cf. Payne & Huddleston, 2002: 450). 
Thus, for example, handbag still retains the meaning of one of its lexemes, i.e., bag, and both 
hand and bag can be analysed separately as independent constituents. Furthermore, semantic 
specialisation can be found in syntactic phrases too (e.g. desk job); conversely, compounds 
may have a transparent meaning (e.g. toothache). In view of this, Stockwell & Minkova 
(2002: 13) make a distinction between syntactic and lexical compounds, based on the 
transparency of meaning of the constituents. While syntactic compounds are not listed in 
3 NOMINAL MODIFIERS: DEFINITION AND CHARACTERISTICS
 
 89
dictionaries (e.g. shoemaker), because their meaning can be directly inferred from the 
individual meanings of their constituent bases, lexical compounds are (e.g. icebox). This 
distinction is obviously problematic: the fact that dictionaries list some compounds does not 
imply that all of them are semantically opaque; many are listed simply because they are 
widely used or are familiar to speakers, yet are semantically transparent. Moreover, it is not 
unconceivable that N+N structures are included in dictionaries as a means of achieving a 
greater number of entries, with the aim of making the dictionary comprehensive. Furthermore, 
Di Sciullo & Williams (1988) argue that listedness is not a property of words per se. There 
are phrases, such as idioms, which actually show semantic specialisation. In the same way, 
Booij (2007: 188) points out that semantic idiosyncrasy is not valid as a criterion for the 
definition of compounds because “[T]he fact that ‘yellow fever’ denotes a specific disease is a 
semantic idiosyncrasy that shows that this morpheme combination must be lexically stored. It 
is certainly a lexical unit, but not necessarily a word in the morphological sense” (emphasis 
added). 
 As regards productivity, the third non-syntactic criterion proposed by Payne & 
Huddleston (2002), they also point to its gradient nature, once again implying that this is not a 
valid criterion for a binary distinction between compounds and phrases. 
 In view of the difficulties outlined here, Payne & Huddleston (2002: 450) opt for 
giving preference to the criteria of coordination and modification in cases of divergent results. 
Their response to critiques such as Bauer’s (1998) is that “(…) the existence of borderline 
cases does not provide a reason for abandoning a distinction that can be recognised in a great 
range of clear cases.” 
 In sum, the traditional criteria for the identification of morphological items and their 
discrimination from syntactic structures do not yield consistent results. Empirical work has 
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also shown that there are exceptions to all criteria (i.e., stress, morphological isolation, 
orthography, semantics, listedness, and productivity). The only solution is to assume that the 
distinction between morphological compounds and free syntactic phrases is not binary but 
gradient. If this is a valid assumption, then we would be able to explain why some N+N 
structures satisfy some criteria but not others. This question is examined in detail in the next 
section. 
3.4.2 The institutionalisation process: idiomatisation and lexicalisation 
In view of the indeterminacy of the boundary between lexical items and syntactic structures, 
we may resort to concepts such as institutionalisation and lexicalisation, the use of which 
raises a number of issues relating to compounding. In what follows, we discuss compounding 
and how some N+N structures, which were formerly part of a syntactic construction, may 
attain a new status as morphological items. 
3.4.2.1 Compounding and compounds 
Though I have touched upon issues related to compounding several times in the previous 
sections, a more detailed characterisation of compounding seems in order here, prior to the 
discussion of idiomatisation and lexicalisation processes. 
 Compounding implies the formation of a new lexical unit out of two or more lexemes, 
which as Olsen (2000b: 898) points out, has the potential to enter the lexicon as a stable 
morphological unit. In fact, as noted in Bauer (1978), compounding is considered by some as 
the most productive source of new words in modern languages. This is especially so in 
nominal morphology (cf. Lehmann & Moravcsik, 2000: 749), where it has become a very 
productive pattern of word formation. Indeed, many N+N structures are compounds (e.g. 
butterfly). 
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 In compounds which are made up of two lexemes, the relation between the 
constituents is quite similar to that between a stem and its affix in a derivational process. The 
first constituent generally designates the reference of the second compound member, which 
functions as the head14 of the compound. Plag’s Feature Percolation Principle (Plag, 2003: 
136), which describes “the inheritance of features from the head” (see also Haspelmath 2002), 
captures the idea that the morphosyntactic features belonging to the head of the compound are 
shared by both the head and the compound itself, and that those features possessed by the first 
lexeme are simply left in the morphological domain, that is, they just belong to that first 
constituent (e.g. housemaids is a plural noun because its head maids is plural). In order to see 
how morphosyntactic properties can be shared by both the head and the compound (i.e., 
[[house] [maid-s]] and not [[house] [maid]s]) we might look at the case of compounds in 
Spanish, where the head is the first or left-handed element. 
 
  (44a) [[año] [luz]]   [[año-s] [luz]] 
 
The plural marking –s is not placed outside the compound but within it. Returning to English, 
we note that in the case of irregular plurals, the plural marking is also placed within the 
compound attached to the second element. 
 
  (44b) pocket mice vs. *pocket mouses 
 
However, as far as irregular plurals are concerned, this is not always the case. Examples exist 
of second elements in compounds which originally had an irregular plural but show a regular 
                                                 
14 Cf. Williams (1981: 248) for the notion of head within morphology and the Right-Hand Head Rule (RHR), 
whereby the head of a morphological complex word is the right-hand member. 
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plural when combined with the other elements to form the compound (e.g. walkmans vs. 
*walkmen). In principle, two different reasons may be adduced to explain why irregular forms 
are rejected (cf. Pinker 1994): 
 
(i) Because any new form added to the language must be a regular form. 
(ii) Because when one word acquires a new meaning (which implies that this 
meaning is not literal), that meaning requires a regular form. 
 
Pinker (1994: 142) points out the inconsistency of these reasons. He explains that in 
compounds such as workman/workmen, the compound keeps its irregular plural form because 
the complex word is interpreted in terms of the meaning of its component parts, that is, a 
workman is a singular noun because man, its head, is a singular noun and it refers to a kind of 
man. For that same reason, the complex structure workmen keeps the irregular form of men, to 
which the whole compound is referring. Exactly the contrary is the case for walkmans, a 
compound word which does not refer to a man of any kind but rather to a small portable 
cassette player with headphones. 
 On the other hand, head and compound also share word class as a common 
morphosyntactic feature. Thus, greenhouse is a noun because the head of the compound is 
also a noun (in spite of the fact that the first element green is an adjective). In Haspelmath’s 
(2002: 87) words, “[T]he compound is a hyponym of its second member.” Hence, the 
compound lipstick means a kind of stick, not a kind of lip. Therefore, as has already been 
pointed out, there is some sort of parallel syntactic relationship between the elements of a 
compound by which the first component modifies the second one or head of the compound, 
which partly explains the indeterminacies we have dealt with in the previous section. This is 
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related to what Marchand (1969: 11) called expansions, those combinations of words like 
steamboat or colourblind, which are simple morphological extensions of the words boat and 
blind. An expansion, then, is defined as a combination AB, where B is a word that can be 
analysed on the basis of the formula AB = B. This means that AB belongs to the same word 
class as B. 
 However, the relationships between the elements of compounds are of many sorts and 
most are delimited by the semantic ties established between their members. Indeed, 
Haspelmath (2002: 87) points out that there are almost no restrictions on the kinds of 
semantic relationships between their component parts. Thus, consider examples (45a) and 
(45b). 
 
  (45a) Flower seller  someone who sells flowers 
  (45b) Street seller  someone who sells something in the street, 
      and not someone who sells streets 
 
Consequently, it is our knowledge of the world that makes us determine what a compound 
may mean. We are then able to establish semantic relationships based on previous knowledge 
and contextual information. Nonetheless, meaning in compounds is sometimes quite deeply 
encrypted, and arriving at a meaning may require the use of a dictionary (e.g. greenhouse). 
From the perspective of an early approach such as Transformational Generative Grammar, 
compounds were understood as deriving from complex syntactic structures (cf. Lees 1960; 
Levi 1978, also explained in Section 3.2). Thus, if we have the sentence a box used for letters, 
this is supposed to have evolved into the syntactic construction formed by two nouns letter 
box, and from it to the compound noun letterbox. However, this view is not without problems. 
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As an illustration, one may not know how a given compound can be classified; in the case of 
a structure such as bus shelter, we may think this is a shelter for people waiting for a bus or a 
shelter for buses. Likewise, there are compounds which are so opaque in their meaning that 
building an underlying sentence from them is almost impossible. Similarly, meanings in 
compounds do not always correspond to a given pattern. Thus, note examples (46a) and 
(46b). 
 
  (46a) bookshop  a shop where books are sold 
  (46b) workshop  a session of group study or a manufacturing 
      workplace 
 
Here both structures have evolved using the same head noun shop, yet the resulting complex 
constructions differ in terms of their meanings, the first having to do with a place for selling 
things, and second having no such meaning. Clearly, there may be many meanings in 
potential underlying sentences, and thus it must be the case that no transformation of these 
meanings has taken place. However, as Haspelmath (2002: 90) points out, there are often 
close parallels between compounds and syntactic phrases. For example, in the case of sunrise, 
we may find a syntactic counterpart in the sun rises. Such ties need not be transformational, if 
by transformational is understood a fully determinate derivation. 
 Additionally, several authors have attempted to classify compounds according to 
semantic criteria. Warren (1978: 47) distinguishes among six different types of semantic 
relations in compounds formed by an A and a B element15. On the other hand, Carstairs-
McCarthy (1992: 109) makes a distinction between primary or root compounds and 
                                                 
15 For an explanation see Section 3.2. 
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secondary or synthetic compounds on the basis of different semantic/thematic relationships 
between their constituent parts. In primary compounds, the second element has no verb stem 
and there is no straightforward relationship between the two elements (e.g. butterfly net); as a 
result, these compounds are characterised by their semantic indeterminacy. In the case of 
synthetic compounds, the second element contains a verb stem and the first element has a 
semantic role in relation to that second component, as if they were part of a syntactic phrase 
(e.g. meat-eater). In principle, all secondary compounds display a structure based on a theme 
+ deverbal noun in –er. However, the ambiguous interpretation of certain combinations of this 
sort can lead to their consideration as both root and synthetic compounds. This is what 
happens in sequences like tree-eater: 
 
 (47a) as a root compound  someone who eats while seated under a tree 
 (47b) as a synthetic compound  someone who eats trees 
 
This is so because eater does not require a compulsory argument such as tree. As a result, 
tree-eater would preferably be considered to be a root compound. This implies that secondary 
compounds not only entail a semantic relationship between their elements but also a thematic 
relationship. In the case of tree-devourer, this would be a secondary compound, since the 
element devourer obligatorily requires an argument tree (someone devours trees vs. *someone 
devours). 
 However, the most widespread and accepted classification is that which distinguishes 
among endocentric, exocentric, appositional and copulative compounds. Endocentric 
compounds are those which have a head and can be reduced to it (e.g. tablecloth is a kind of 
cloth). Exocentric compounds are those which cannot be reduced to any of their components 
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and which designate other entities different from those expressed by their constituent parts 
(e.g. pickpocket is not a kind of pocket but somebody who steals money or other goods). As 
can be appreciated, these compounds are generally based on some sort of metaphoric 
meaning16. Appositional compounds are those whose semantic meaning is a hyponym of both 
their component parts (e.g. maidservant is a type of maid and a type of servant). Finally, 
copulative compounds are those whose component parts refer to two separate entities (e.g. 
Alsace-Lorraine). 
 However, semantics has not been the only source of classification of compounds. They 
have been also classified according to the syntactic relationships established between their 
component parts (cf. Levi 197817), based on the belief that compounds show a relationship 
between their members which is analogous to those pertaining between the constituents of a 
syntactic construction; that is, in Portero’s (2004: 104) words, “(…) one member is 
understood in relation to another member.” As an illustration, Quirk et al. (1985: 1570-1576) 
make a syntactic classification of noun compounds by distinguishing “subsets on the basis of 
a grammatical analysis of the elements involved in a canonical example, together with an 
informal indication of the relationship between them in terms of a syntactic paraphrase.” 
Thus, they make a distinction between subject and verb, verb and object, verb and adverbial, 
and verbless (subject and object and subject and complement) noun compounds: 
 
(i) Subject and verb compounds can be of three subtypes: 
a. subject + deverbal noun: sunrise (“the sun rises”) 
b. verb + subject: crybaby (“The baby cries”) 
c. verbal noun in –ing + subject: dancing girl (“the girl dances”) 
                                                 
16 For further research on meaning in metaphoric N+N compounds, see Benczes (2006). 
17 Levi’s (1978) classification of Recoverably Deletable Predicates is explained in Section 3.2. 
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(ii) verb and object compounds are divided into five subtypes: 
a. object + deverbal noun: blood test (“X tests blood”) 
b. object + verbal noun in –ing: fault finding (“X finds faults”) 
c. object + agential noun in –er: tax payer (“X pays taxes”) 
d. verb + object: push-button (“X pushes the button”) 
e. verbal noun in –ing + object : drinking-water (“X drinks water”) 
(iii)  verb and adverbial compounds: 
a. verbal noun in –ing + adverbial: 
i. place: drinking cup (“drink out of a cup”) 
ii. instrumental: baking powder (“bake with powder”) 
b. adverbial + verbal noun in –ing:  
i. place: horse-riding (“ride on a horse”) 
ii. time: sleepwalking (“walk in one’s sleep”) 
iii. instrumental: handwriting (“write by hand”) 
iv. other: shadow-boxing (“box against a shadow”) 
c. adverbial + agential noun in –er: 
i. place: factory-worker (“work in a factory”) 
ii. time: daydreamer (“dream during the day”) 
d. adverbial + deverbal noun: 
i. place: moon walk (“walk on the moon”) 
ii. time: night flight (“fly during the night”) 
iii. instrumental: gunfight (“fight with a gun”) 
iv. other: telephone call (“message by the telephone”) 
e. verb + adverbial: 
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i. place: dance hall (“dance in a hall”) 
ii. instrumental: plaything (“play with a thing”) 
(iv) verbless compounds: subject and object compounds: 
a. a noun powers/operates another noun: windmill (“the wind powers the mill”) 
b. second noun produces/yields first noun: toy factory (“the factory produces 
toys”) 
c. first noun produces/yields second noun: bloodstain (“blood produces stains”) 
d. a noun has another noun: piano keys (“the piano has some keys”) 
e. second noun controls/works in connection with first noun: fireman (“a man 
who fights against fire”) 
(v) verbless compounds: subject and complement compounds: 
a. second noun is first noun: girlfriend (“the friend is a girl”) 
b. second noun is like first noun: frogman (“the man is like a frog”) 
c. second noun consists of first noun: snow flake (“a flake of snow”) 
d. second noun is for first noun: ashtray (“the tray is for ash”) 
 
 Likewise, Lees (1960) establishes a classification based on the syntactic relationship 
between the component parts of a compound once this compound is paraphrased. Adams 
(1973: 61) has noted the disadvantages of this system, claiming that there is a placing together 
of compounds “(…) which one intuitively feels are rather different from one another (…). 
Another [disadvantage] is that it separates compounds which we feel are similar in an 
important respect.” Thus, for the latter case, consider (48). 
 
 





































Each of the N+N compounds is classified in a different group (i.e., object-preposition, verb-
preposition, and subject-preposition). However, the three compounds contain a locative 
element indicating place. In spite of this, Adams (1973: 64-89) establishes a syntactic 
classification of noun compounds which at times appears quite similar to semantic criteria: 
subject-verb, verb-object, appositional, associative, instrumental, locative, resemblance, 
composition/form/contents, adjective-noun, names and other. The last group, other, is 
supposed to comprise all the samples of N+N compounds which cannot be given a concrete 
status within the syntactic classification. For that reason, this classification seems rather 
incomprehensive and limited. 
Bauer (1983) uses a system based on the form class of each component part. This 
system establishes the semantic relationships among the elements of each compound. 
However, as Bauer (1983: 203) himself points out, any method of classification is susceptible 
of being controversial, implying that his own is not free of disadvantages. He goes on to note 
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that “because of the amount of conversion in English, it is not always clear what form class a 
particular element belongs to”, as in examples (49a) and (49b). 
 
  (49a) waterfall (N+N)  a fall of water 
  (49b) waterfall (N+V)  the water falls 
 
 Furthermore, as previously noted, compounding is actually a recursive phenomenon, 
since new lexemes can be added to the former ones to form larger morphological units. As a 
consequence, any compound can be the immediate constituent of a further compound. Portero 
(2004: 104) illustrates this idea with example (50). 
 
  (50) fruit-juice carton 
 
Here, the head noun carton is accompanied by the compound fruit-juice, forming as a result a 
larger construction fruit-juice carton. 
3.4.2.2 The process of acquisition of new lexicon: institutionalisation, idiomatisation 
and lexicalisation 
The question now is: where do N+N structures stand with respect to the morphological 
phenomenon of compounding? In order to answer this question, reference to the concept of 
lexicalisation18 is needed. A lexical item is a unit which belongs to the lexicon and, as such, it 
is said to be lexicalised. Speakers use N+N structures on the spur of the moment to fill gaps 
for which there is apparently no morphological construction. The resulting unit is a nonce 
formation (cf. Portero, 2004: 71). Then, if that construction is accepted by a community of 
                                                 
18 Other related concepts are routinisation (cf. Haiman 1994) and petrification (cf. Leech 1974). 
3 NOMINAL MODIFIERS: DEFINITION AND CHARACTERISTICS
 
 101
speakers and is used again for future applications, we may consider it to be institutionalised. 
Institutionalisation is defined as “(…) the process in the history of a lexeme when it comes to 
be accepted by other speakers as a known lexical item” (ibid.). Institutionalisation thus 
belongs to an earlier stage in the process towards lexicalisation19. As Bauer (1978: 77) points 
out, the elements of the complex institutionalised construction are no longer consciously 
analysed by the speech community and its denotation becomes more specific. The 
institutionalised construction is therefore accepted by the speech community as a normal 
word. Bauer (1983: 50) also indicates that both institutionalisation and lexicalisation are part 
of a process in which a given complex structure becomes established. The reasons for this 
happening are complex, and some words become institutionalised, while others do not. 
Among the factors leading to institutionalisation we can mention: 
 
(i) The status of the first user. It is generally agreed that language users 
belonging to dominant social groups, especially the upper classes, are more 
influential than other members of the society as regards expanding, by 
means of the new coining or the continuous use of a word or expression. 
(ii) The intelligibility of the complex word: speakers prefer expressions whose 
meaning can be easily discerned. 
(iii) The prestige of the complex word, related to its context of use, its users and 
the extralinguistic reality to which it refers. 
(iv) The ease of the complex word to achieve a specific effect or to save space 
(as in the case of journalism). 
                                                 
19 Note that, against the position adopted in this dissertation, some scholars argue that institutionalisation is the 
same phenomenon as lexicalisation. 
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(v) The frequency of the designated object, that is, events, things, animate 
beings and the like to which we make continuous reference. 
 
 Once a given structure is institutionalised, it may stay as it is or it may undergo further 
lexicalisation, as a result of which it becomes idiosyncratic. This implies that its behaviour is 
now unpredictable. There are two kinds of idiosyncratic properties which may obscure the 
complex structure: formal (phonological or morphological) and semantic. These new formal 
and semantic properties can no longer be explained in terms of the constituent parts of the 
N+N sequence or its word-formation pattern, since this new lexicalised structure is no longer 
productive from the point of view of word formation (Sauer, 2000: 1626). Lexicalisation can 
also affect syntactic structures but, as Bauer (2000: 838) points out, those are merely 
exceptions to the rule. In fact, the way in which lexicalisation acts on both kinds of structures 
is different, since it affects them to different degrees: whereas phrases may be affected by 
semantic idiosyncrasies (e.g. How do you do?), words may be affected by semantic but also 
formal idiosyncrasies, for example, in the semantic and phonological reduction of the word 
gospel (from OE god spel meaning “good news” to PDE gospel with a more specialised 
meaning “a doctrine that is considered to be of great importance”). Depending on these 
different idiosyncratic properties, lexicalisation can be of different types (cf. Bauer 1983; 
Sauer 2000): 
 
(i) Graphemic. Reflects phonological changes: 
 e.g. tuppence (/’tΛpns/) for twopences 
(ii) Phonological. There are the following subtypes: 
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 (ii.i) Segmental. The elements of a complex word develop in a   
  phonetically different way in independent use: 
  e.g. woman < OE wif + man (shortening of first element, loss  
  of stress on the second element and assimilation) 
 (ii.ii) Suprasegmental (prosodic). One element in a compound   
  undergoes a change: 
  e.g. in chairman, the second element loses its secondary stress 
  and is also reduced phonetically 
(iii) Morphological. Further subdivided into: 
 (iii.i) Linking elements: 
  e.g. PDE nightingale < OE nihtegale 
 (iii.ii) Unproductive word-formation patterns or elements: 
  e.g. pickpocket 
 (iii.iii) Blocked (unique) morphemes. Those which occur within one  
  compound but no longer occur as single words: 
  e.g. Tues in Tuesday 
 (iii.iv) Obscured compounds: 
  e.g. nostril < OE nos-pyrel 
  (iii.v) Partly obscured compounds. This is only in cases when speakers  
  notice the semantic relation of the element and the single word from  
  which it was taken: 
   e.g.  cup in cupboard 
 (iv) Semantic. This entails a change of meaning by the addition or loss of  
   semantic features or by the mixture of both: 
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  (iv.i) Addition (meaning restriction): 
   e.g. ME hand-while “time to turn one’s hand > “very short  
    time” 
  (iv.ii) Loss (meaning expansion): 
   e.g. arrive. Originally it meant “to land at the shore”,   
    nowadays it means “come to a place” 
  (iv.iii) Mixture: 
   e.g. holiday lost its religious character but the meaning of “free  
    from work or school” was added 
 
The way towards lexicalisation is in itself a diachronic, gradual process. In fact, Sauer (2000: 
1632) distinguishes among different degrees of lexicalisation: 
 
Figure VI Degrees of lexicalisation according to Sauer (2000) 
 
Thus, from slight lexicalisation, there is a medium stage in the way towards total obscuration 
or demotivation, which implies a loss of semantic compositionality (cf. Brinton & Closs-
Traugott, 2005: 32); thus, one or both constituents have lost their original meaning. In 
principle, words can be phonetically, morphologically or semantically motivated (e.g. 
onomatopoeic words such as bang). However, they may undergo a loss of motivation owing 
to changes that are intralinguistic or extralinguistic (within the cultural background). That loss 
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The process of lexicalisation affecting N+N structures is a central topic of the sections 
devoted to the empirical research in this dissertation, and as such will be examined in detail in 
the following chapter. 
3.4.3 Concluding remarks. Can N+N structures be considered as a method of word 
formation? 
Once lexicalisation has taken place, the resulting complex structure becomes widely accepted 
by the community of speakers and enters the lexicon. Furthermore, there is no further need to 
think about its constituent elements in order to understand the meaning, since this new word is 
now stored by speakers as a single unit (both from a semantic and from a morphological point 
of view). As we have seen in the previous section, lexicalisation can affect complex words in 
such a way that speakers may not recognise the single parts of which it was once made 
(owing, for example, to phonological and graphemic reduction, such as in gospel). Given all 
this, the answer to the question regarding the status of N+N structures is clearly that, as with 
any other kind of coinage, they can enter a gradual process of institutionalisation and 
lexicalisation and consequently become lexical items, or they may remain as syntactic 
structures. However, are there N+N structures which are lexicalised from the very beginning? 
Or are they all syntactic phrases at first? In line with what has been discussed thus far, it 
makes sense to believe that the process of compounding is a phenomenon which all structures 
may go through. That is, in order to be a word, we need first of all to assemble a certain 
structure. As a result, we may say that all N+N structures must have been syntactic 
constructions once, some of which undergo the process of compounding more quickly, or do 
so in a more unconscious way. Among them, we may find those N+N structures which are 
analogically created from other existing constructions (e.g. book shop may yield forms such 
as pizza shop, barber shop and so on). The fact that speakers do not realize the process is in 
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operation does not imply, then, that it is not actually taking place. Furthermore, language is 
for most people a way of social interaction, and it is seldom the case that normal native 
speakers of a language (that is, non-linguists) are actively conscious of the ways in which 
their language functions. As a result, language users may not notice how certain syntactic 
constructions evolve into morphology. Thus, all N+N structures rise as coinages and the fact 
that some of them enter a process of lexicalisation at a faster or slower pace depends on 
factors such as analogy, frequency of use and the existence of lexical gaps. That lexicalisation 
is taking place may be due to the need for new meanings when new extralinguistic references 
are created, which implies that a given structure needs to acquire a semantic specialisation. 
 As for the criteria that can be used to distinguish between syntactic and lexical items, 
they do not give way to complete antagonists, that is, this is not a binominal distinction 
between one status and the other, but rather a question of gradience, in which some structures 
that are more or less lexicalised or more or less institutionalised than others will be found. 
This assumption is going to be empirically tested in the following chapter. 
3.5 Nominal modifiers versus other kinds of modification within the noun phrase 
(genitive phrases, adjectives, prepositional phrases, and relative clauses) 
As already noted, it is well-known that modification of nouns by nouns is not the only form of 
specifying the reference of a head noun. There are other items which, more or less 
prototypically, can modify the head noun of an NP. These are mainly adjectives and genitive 
phrases, which occur in premodifying position, and also prepositional phrases and relative 
clauses, which occur in postmodifying position. 
 One of the questions that the use of nouns as modifiers may raise is: why do we use 
them instead of other devices, such as prepositional phrases or adjectives, when, as is often 
the case, they are semantically analogous? In what follows, a survey of these other kinds of 
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modification is offered. Also, reasons for the preference of one option over another will also 
be briefly considered. 
3.5.1 The premodifying position 
Modification in noun phrase structure, whether by adjectives or genitive phrases, has been 
discussed extensively in the literature. Grammars such as those of Huddleston & Pullum 
(2002) and Quirk et al. (1985) contain useful surveys of the functions and uses of both kinds 
of premodifying items. 
 As regards the contrasts between them and nouns, the work by Rosenbach (2007) on 
the variation between determiner genitives and noun modifiers in English hypothesises that 
there is fuzziness between the functions of genitive constructions and N+N combinations. She 
illustrates this fuzziness with examples (51a) and (51b) (2007: 143), which do not appear to 
differ semantically. 
 
  (51a) Bush’s Administration 
  (51b) The Bush Administration 
 
In principle, as noted in Rosenbach (2007), nominal modifiers typically function as 
classifiers, which means that they narrow the denotational class of the head noun to a subset 
denoted by the head (e.g. television screen is a kind of screen). However, there are exceptions 
to this rule, and some have a determiner function (e.g. the Major plan, the Arthur property). 
Thus, these nominal modifiers do not fulfil a classifying role but help to narrow the referent 
of the noun phrase, and have an identifying function, just like determiner genitives (e.g. in the 
Major plan, Major specifies whose plan it is  the Major’s, but does not denote the class of 
plan it is). Proper nouns represent the prototypical kind of noun modifiers with a determiner 
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function, since, in Rosenbach’s words, they are the highest in animacy and definiteness (thus 
most easily compatible with the determiner function). However, in the case of the Bush 
Administration, though this noun modifier could be considered to have a determiner function, 
it also seems to have some sort of classifying function: the Bush Administration is a specific 
kind of administration. 
 Rosenbach also points out that animacy affects the choice of one or the other structure, 
and that genitive modifiers are prone to denote animate beings. On the other hand, noun 
modifiers tend to be inanimate, such as locative (e.g. London airport), temporal (e.g. 
tomorrow morning) or common nouns (e.g. television screen). In her (corpus-based) study, 
Rosenbach arrives at the conclusion that there is gradience between genitives and noun 
modifiers from a semantic perspective, whose use varies according to three semantic features, 








restrictiveness + + 
animacy + - 
referentiality + - 
Table 3 Gradience between s-genitives and noun modifiers (based on Rosenbach 2007) 
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Another study on this topic is Taylor (2000). He argues that there is a continuum 
between nouns and genitive modifiers based on the animacy and the referentiality of the N+N 
construction. He considers that what he calls possessive compounds (e.g. Achilles’ heel) are 
part of the category of nominal compounds (e.g. dog food), the only difference between them 
being the presence or absence of the possessive morpheme. These possessive compounds 
differ from prenominal possessives (e.g. John’s aunt) in that they entail neither topicality, nor 
prior mention or knowledge about the premodifying item. Thus, whereas for Achilles’ heel 
there is no need to identify the referent of the possessor (consequently it would be 
inappropriate to ask whose heel is that?), in the case of John’s aunt the possessor nominal 
serves as a reference point for the identification of the referent of the possessed (consequently, 
we must first of all identify who John is in order to know to which aunt the speaker refers, and 
thus it would be appropriate to ask whose aunt are you talking about?). Thus, expressions 
such as Achilles’ heel resemble compounds rather than genitives proper. Furthermore, on 
some occasions they behave like nouns rather than noun phrases. The construction [the 
[debilitating] [Parkinson’s disease]], for example, would be impossible in the case of a 
prenominal genitive such as *the loquacious [John’s aunt]. 
 Given the inclusion of possessive compounds within the category of nominal 
compounds, the question then is why there is such variability in their use. The two factors 
mentioned above, namely animacy and referentiality, play an important role. As far as 
animacy is concerned, the occurrence of the possessive marker correlates with the animacy of 
the modifier. Thus, the possessive marker is obligatory with human nouns (e.g. woman’s 
magazine), but when the modifier is inanimate or abstract, the possessive is generally 
impossible (e.g. letter box). However, there are also exceptions to this (e.g. baby food, ship’s 
engine) and Taylor (2000: 303) refers to Quirk et al.’s (1985: 314) gender hierarchy, which 
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concerns the possibility of replacing a noun by he or she instead of by it. The higher an item is 
in the hierarchy, the more likely it is to take the possessive morpheme. Hence, in the case of 
baby food, the modifying noun, in spite of being human, can sometimes be referred to as it. 
Similarly, in the case of ship’s engine, the modifying noun ship, in spite of being an inanimate 
thing, can be referred to as she. However, with non-human animated nouns there is 
considerable variation (e.g. lamb’s wool vs. horse head), and Taylor even points out that 
sometimes the two possibilities coexist (e.g. duck egg vs. duck’s egg). 
 As for referentiality, this feature is also mentioned by Rosenbach (2007). 
Referentiality is defined by Taylor (2000: 308) as the extent to which the modifier noun 
invokes the conception of an instance rather than a type. As an illustration, consider (52). 
 
  (52) driver’s seat  vs.  passenger seat 
 
Whereas both modifiers in (52) refer to animate human beings, only driver’s seat is a 
possessive compound. This is related to referentiality, since in the first instance, the seat is 
meant for a unique individual, as each car has a single seat for the driver; however, there are a 
number of passengers, and the passenger is a role that can be filled by any human being. 
Thus, driver’s seat (which is an instance of a seat) is more referential than passenger seat 
(which is a type of seat). 
 As a result, Taylor (2000: 311) considers that “(…) the move to a non-referential 
modifying noun, and the associated loss of the possessive marker, reflects increasing 
conventionalization of an expression.” Thus, he proposes a “(…) continuum of 
conventionalisation from a true prenominal possessive with a definite possessor, through a 
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prenominal possessive with an indefinite possessor, to a possessive compound, and finally to 
a non-possessive compound.” As an illustration of this, note example (53). 
 
 (53) [the driver]’s licence > [a driver]’s licence > a [driver’s licence] >  
  a [driver licence] 
 
 He also proposes a final stage of conventionalisation, with the omission of the spacing 
and the retention of the s, as in menswear. In brief, what Taylor (2000) proposes is an 
explanation of the variability of genitive and noun modifiers based on the conception of a 
continuum of semantic conventionalisation which may even lead to a graphemic 
conventionalisation. 
 Regarding the contrast between adjectival and nominal premodifiers, it has been 
shown empirically that nouns as modifiers are different in their use from modifying 
adjectives. These differences have been studied by Warren (1993). Whereas nouns as 
modifiers are restrictive, in that they combine with their heads to form referring units (e.g. 
gold fish), adjectives as modifiers are non-restrictive, since they do not affect the meaning of 
their heads but contribute additional information (e.g. golden fish). This distinction would 
serve to explain the different uses of nouns and adjectives as modifiers.  
 However, not all noun modifiers behave in the same way and sometimes premodifying 
nouns lack a corresponding adjective. As an illustration, Giegerich (2004: 7) considers that in 
N+N combinations such as steel bridge N1 plays the same role as a descriptive adjective. In 
the event that such an adjective existed, it would have to be denominal, that is, *steelen, like 
golden. However, this process of formation of denominal adjectives with –en is no longer 
productive, and very few examples are now found in English. In addition, most of these few 
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examples have a metaphorical meaning which differs from the meaning of the noun as a 
modifier. This is the case of golden wedding, which has the metaphorical meaning of “the 
fiftieth wedding anniversary”, and not the same meaning as gold watch (“a watch made of 
gold”). These differences also prove that expressions such as steel bridge are syntactic 
phrases and not morphological constructions. In other words, steel bridge has a syntactic 
nature because, in the event that it were a lexical unit, there would be a strange gap in the 
syntax, that is, the supposedly morphological steel bridge would not have a counterpart in the 
syntax such as *steelen bridge, with a modifying adjective. 
3.5.2 The postmodifying position 
As noted, Levi (1978) views N+N structures as deriving from underlying sentences which 
depend on a set of nine different predicates (cf. Section 3.2). In most cases, nominal 
combinations can indeed be replaced by underlying sentences with a relative clause. 
 
  (54a) a stone wall 
  (54b) a wall which is made of stone 
 
However, this combination can also be replaced by a prepositional phrase: 
 
  (54c) a wall of stone 
 
What this shows, apart from the fact that Levi’s proposed system is inconsistent (cf. Section 
3.4.2.1), is that there seems to be variation between nouns as modifiers and postmodifiers 
such as relative clauses and prepositional phrases, since the three of them can be used 
interchangeably in many cases. The main questions which arise from this are: are there any 
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differences in meaning? If this is not so, why do we choose one pattern instead of the others? 
Are there factors in operation other than those of a semantic nature? 
 As far as meaning is concerned, the three constructions apparently mean the same 
thing. However, differences are found in the permanence of a given referent in time or in its 
utility as a means of communicating efficiently and economically. These are the reasons why 
speakers choose to use one or the other, depending on the effect they wish to achieve on their 
audience. Thus, in the case of stone wall, the referent is more permanent in time than in the 
case with a wall which is made of stone. Furthermore, the noun modifier provides the referent 
with a character of specificity that it does not have in the case of the prepositional phrase or 
relative clause postmodifiers. The fact that speakers and writers employ fewer words and thus 
less time in pronouncing or writing N+N combinations than noun phrases with prepositional 
phrase and relative clause postmodifiers is also a factor motivating the choice of N+N 
structures. As has already been pointed out in the case of nominal modifiers against genitive 
constructions, noun phrases with a noun as modifier contribute to linguistic economy. These 
reasons are going to be empirically tested in the following chapter. 
 To conclude, the choice of one or the other modifying element depends on two main 
factors: subtle meaning differences and pragmatic differences of permanence and specificity. 
Speakers are generally not consciously aware of these differences and choose among the 
possibilities available to create a specific construct according to their communicative goals. 
3.6 Summary and concluding remarks 
The present chapter has provided an overview of earlier literature on the definition, 
specification and function of N+N structures. It has been shown that nominal modifiers are 
characterised by their restrictive function, which has an effect on the order in which they 
appear in modifying position within the noun phrase. It has also referred to their 
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morphological properties, such as the lack of inflectional endings. Reference to the problem 
of stress variability has also been made. Several possible solutions to this problem have also 
been mentioned. In spite of these, the question of stress variability remains unsolved, and 
leads to many contrasting positions among scholars. 
 Empirical research has shown that N+N structures are on the rise nowadays, a 
development for which, provisionally, there seem to be three possible explanations: 
 
(i) that they are compact packages of information; 
(ii) that the information they provide is easily retrievable; 
(iii) that interlocutors can easily predict the information conveyed by means of an 
N+N sequence. 
 
 An overview of the previous literature on the topic has also been offered here, 
especially of that published during the last three decades of the 20th century and in the present 
century. Three main stages were distinguished: a first stage, in which there is a clear interest 
in unravelling the semantic relations among the component parts of N+N structures; at this 
stage it is generally considered that all N+N sequences are compounds, and interest focuses 
on their productivity within a word formation process. In the second stage, there is increasing 
interest in seeing nominal sequences from the perspective of textual genre studies and 
sociolinguistics; their status as morphological items or syntactic devices is also a source of 
debate. Finally, the third stage has shown studies devoted to the question of the boundaries 
between syntax and morphology as well as to stress variability. Currently, scholars are aware 
of the fact that N+N sequences are in constant evolution, which complicates their analysis of 
this supposedly discrete phenomenon. 
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 The fact that nominal sequences are simply juxtaposed items explains the difficulties 
that speakers may encounter when searching for the correct understanding of such 
combinations. Thus, the question of ambiguity in N+N structures has also been discussed in 
the present chapter. As noted above, ambiguity here has been studied from three different 
perspectives: 
 
(i) from the point of view of syntax, since longer N+N sequences need internal 
bracketing for their understanding; 
(ii) from the point of view of semantics, since the meaning of the resulting 
combination of nouns can be ambiguous; 
(iii) finally, from the point of view of the categorial structure of the first elements, 
since the use of nouns in premodifying position can lead to the consideration 
that they undergo a process of conversion from nouns into adjectives. 
 
Hence, the issue of gradience was carefully considered in the section on ambiguity, above. 
However, this was not the only problem related to fuzzy boundaries that N+N structures 
display. A question which has been a continuous matter of study is that of the status of 
nominal sequences as syntactic structures or morphological items. In the present chapter this 
problem has been related to the questions of institutionalisation and lexicalisation and to the 
process of compounding within word formation. Lexicalisation has been seen as a gradient 
process that certain N+N structures undergo, and has been considered to be a combination of 
semantic, orthographic, phonological and morphological changes. 
 Finally, this chapter has briefly reviewed the contrast of nouns as modifiers with other 
kinds of modification patterns within noun phrase structure. It has been shown that, on some 
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occasions, nouns as modifiers entail the same meaning as other modification patterns, such as 
relative clauses or prepositional phrases. However, there are also some differences between 
them, and these are of pragmatic origin (such as their compact form and their character of 
permanence over time). Such differences allow speakers to make choices as to which 
construct to use according to the objectives of each communicative situation. Also, as far as 
the contrast between adjectives and nouns is concerned, it has been explained that the choice 
between them (whenever there is one) depends most of the time on the semantic goals of the 
speaker. 
 In the following chapter of this dissertation, some of the views reviewed above, 
including the issue of lexicalisation, and also the relation between N+N sequences and textual 
genres, speech communities and modes, will be tested empirically. 




4 THE CORPUS RESEARCH 
This chapter will deal with the evolution and use of nominal premodifiers in Present Day 
English. For that purpose, several corpora of written and spoken English have been selected 
and analysed. I have opted for a corpus study because it represents the best way of analysing 
N+N sequences from different perspectives (text category, speech community, time period, 
and mode) as well as the best way of providing information which otherwise would not be 
available by means of intuition. Besides, as noted in Svartvik (1992: 8), the results deriving 
from a corpus study are more objective. In this respect, Biber, Conrad & Reppen (2001: 4) 
offer a useful summary of the benefits derived from a corpus study: 
 
(i) It is empirical. 
(ii) It is based on a collection of natural texts. 
(iii) It relies on computers for the analysis. 
(iv) It depends on both quantitative and qualitative methods of analysis. 
 
Firstly, Section 4.1 presents an explanation of the main hypothesis of this dissertation 
from the perspective of the four different variables chosen for the study: text category, speech 
community, time period, and mode. Section 4.2 gives an account of the corpora used and of 
the methodology employed for the extraction of data. Section 4.3 then provides an overview 
of the data itself, taken from the corpora of written and spoken English, from the perspective 
of the four variables. Section 4.4 goes on to examine the process of lexicalisation. Finally, 
Section 4.5 is an account of the most relevant results, and sheds light on the reasons and 
implications for the use of N+N structures with each variable in mind. It also summarises the 
main findings and includes some concluding remarks. 
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4.1 A hypothesis around four variables 
The use of N+N sequences in Present Day English has evolved significantly over the second 
half of the 20th century (cf. Biber & Clark 2002; Rosenbach 2005). The increased use of such 
sequences is not random, and explanations must be sought. This dissertation supports the idea 
that N+N structures are constructs which generate in the syntax to fill a gap for which there is 
no morphological item. In spite of their syntactic origin, some N+N structures undoubtedly 
contribute to the expansion of the lexicon in English by becoming morphological items in a 
gradual process of lexicalisation. In addition to this, other factors also play an important role 
in the distribution and evolution of N+N structures, and these are here discussed in relation to 
the four variables text category, speech community, time period, and mode. 
 The emergence of a globalised information society in the last half of the 20th century 
has a linguistic correlate in the increase of nominal premodifiers. The use of N+N sequences 
in genres such as journalistic language is an example of this increase (cf. Jucker 1992; also 
Chapter 3 Section 3.2), from which other genres may be influenced. Differences in the use of 
N+N sequences depending on speech communities, such as British and American English, 
may also be found; and, given that American English is considered to be an innovative speech 
community (cf. Hundt 1997), it would be expected that a higher proportion of newly coined 
N+N structures will flow from American than British English. Structures here would include 
those uttered for a specific purpose at a given moment but not yet present in the language as 
institutionalised or lexicalised constructs. Likewise, differences are expected within the time 
span under study. Given that N+N structures are on the rise from the 1960s, it is expected that 
this increase continues until the end of the 20th century. Finally, there are no indications in the 
literature as to how we may predict the use of N+N structures in spoken language. Spoken 
language is grammatically simpler and uses fewer nouns than its written counterpart (cf. 
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Halliday 1989), and for this reason we may predict that the number of N+N sequences found 
in spoken language is lower. 
 The corpora of written English chosen for the analysis (presented in depth in Section 
4.2) allow us to work from three different perspectives: text category, speech community and 
time period. Furthermore, the corpora of spoken English (cf. also Section 4.2) add a new 
dimension to the research, that of spoken language from the 1990s and from two different 
speech communities (British vs. American English). Findings from the spoken data will be 
compared to corpora of written English from the same period (FROWN and FLOB). The 
corpus analysis will test the assumptions referred to in this section, and will help to explain 
the observed tendency to use more N+N sequences. In what follows, the four variables are 
described and their potential implications in the use of N+N structures explored. 
4.1.1 Text category 
Analysis of the corpus of written English has taken differences across genres into account, 
since these differences may imply differences in the number of nominal modifiers used as 
well as differences in the reasons why those nominal modifiers are used. As will be explained 
in Section 4.2, the main genres into which the corpus has here been divided are journalistic 
language (Reportage and Editorial), scientific language, and narrative language (Fiction and 
Belles Lettres, Biographies, Memoirs). The five text categories are arranged into two different 
groups: Reportage, Editorial and Science (non-narrative genres), and Fiction and Belles 
Lettres, Biographies, Memoirs (narrative genres). It is expected that non-narrative texts will 
exhibit a higher proportion of nominal premodifiers than narrative genres. This is due to the 
belief that non-narrative genres resort to premodification by nouns, since, in the case of 
journalistic texts, they provide readers with a great density of information using the lowest 
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number of words. In what follows, an account of the main characteristics of these genres is 
given. 
 The English language has existed in printed form for over 400 years. The earliest 
newspapers, such as The Weekly Newes (established 1662) and The London Gazette (1666) 
offered general information as well as information about shipping. The most influential 
newspapers, like The Times, emerged in the 18th century, with the most important English-
language news agencies, including Reuters and Associated Press, appearing in the following 
century. The technological advances of the Industrial Revolution facilitated the spread of 
newspapers written in English, which, with the advent of the steam train, could be distributed 
on a massive scale to a diverse community of readers. 
 Written press style has changed over time, as newspapers have evolved in terms of 
both their content and format. The communicative goal of journalistic language consists in 
transmitting as much information as possible by means of messages which are intended to be 
disseminated widely. The fundamental basis for the structure of informative language is that 
of the “rule of the falling interest” or “inverted pyramid”, whereby information begins with an 
account of the most important content. This content is ordered depending on the previous 
information on the topic, along with explanations and details. This implies that there is a 
tendency to concentrate the most interesting information in the first (lead) paragraph. 
Typically, five wh-questions must be answered by journalists in the opening paragraph of 
their stories: 
 
What? When? Where? Who? Why? 
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This method demands that information be given precisely and clearly. Once this is done, there 
is a need for creating a cohesive text which also has rhythm and a certain style. In order to 
obtain that coherence journalists must: 
 
(i) employ a clear, simple and concise language, 
(ii) limit the use of adjectives, 
(iii) avoid the use of subordinate clauses and appositions, 
(iv) maintain a sober and distant tone. 
 
 Journalists must bear in mind not only the new information provided but also any 
related information already known by the audience. Thus, superfluous data must be elided in 
order to avoid redundancy and the consequent waste of space and time. This style has been 
known as journalese. However, the label journalese has frequently had pejorative 
connotations, and many have referred to it as exactly the kind of language which should be 
avoided in press. In this sense, Crystal & Davy (1973: 173) point out to the difficulties in 
defining it strictly, adding that journalese “(…) is rarely more than a vague and (sometimes 
nastily) pejorative criticism of a way of writing that people feel is in some way typical of the 
press or a particular paper.” However, the kind of English used in the press is rather 
heterogeneous in style, differing in a number of ways as a result of the different audiences 
that newspapers have. Hence, Crystal & Davy (1973: 173) prefer to define journalese as “(…) 
a blend of what is characteristic of a number of different kinds of journalistic material.” Given 
all this, Crystal & Davy decide to study journalistic language from the point of view of two 
different newspapers. There are linguistic differences between them, but there are also 
similarities, which can in general be taken as characteristic of journalese. 
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 In their study, they took as a sample two reports from different newspapers, the Daily 
Express and The Times, about the same news item. Thus, they could observe how the same 
information is processed in a different way depending on the newspaper. Differences in the 
typographic elements employed were found, such as the use of different font sizes, capital 
letters, etc. There were also differences in sentence structure: in the case of Daily Express, 
sentences were shorter and each paragraph contained fewer sentences than in The Times, 
where sentences were more complex and each paragraph included more of them. 
 They also studied the nominal group and noted a much more complex pre- and post-
modification of nouns than in everyday speech. Whereas in the Daily Express they found a lot 
of modifying items and also what they called “new adjectival formations such as hoped-for or 
computer-made”, in the case of The Times modifying position was filled by more technical 
terms. Among them, Crystal & Davy (1973) mention modifying nouns. In their work, they do 
not distinguish between modifying nouns and adjectives, and refer to the former as adjectives 
when pointing out that: “Many of these adjective-plus-noun groups function almost as 
compound nouns, e.g. routine procedure, electronic computer, forecast chart, pressure 
distribution.” Finally, they remark that the use of these premodifying elements contributes to 
the descriptive precision of the newspaper article. 
 Scientific language is also a non-narrative genre, and as a consequence we would also 
expect it to display a high proportion of N+N structures. However, the reasons for the use of 
N+N sequences here are different from those adduced for journalistic language. English has 
become the language of global scientific information interchange, with most scientific 
research throughout the world now published in English. However, as noted in Kaplan (2001: 
17), there is nothing in the natural characteristics of English or of English speakers which 
make it inevitable that English be the language of international scientific research. The 
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reasons for this choice of language can be found in the Industrial Revolution, which was 
especially dominant in Great Britain, and the new discoveries that it brought about (cf. Crystal 
2007). People from other countries needed to learn English in order to get in contact with 
these new technologies and discoveries. Similar developments took place in America. There 
seemed to be a stream of influences between Great Britain and America, and research, as well 
as researchers, moved freely between the two countries. As a result, research in the 18th and 
19th centuries was mainly written in English. As far as the 20th century is concerned, Crystal 
(2007: 86-87) refers to the 1st World War and the League of the Nations, which adopted 
English as one of the two official languages (the other being French). Kaplan (2001: 12) also 
notes the 2nd World War settlements and the birth of the United Nations, as well as the 
invention of the computer, as developments which provided the conditions to solidify English 
as the main language of science and technology. Kaplan (2001) also points to the heavy 
dependence on science and technology during the war years which brought about a growth of 
scientific activity. Furthermore, the USA’s scientific infrastructure was undamaged by the 
war, and as a consequence America was in a position to assume leadership in science and 
technology after 1945. As a result, English is used today as an intermediary language or 
interlingua, and scientists see enhanced opportunities for promoting their own research, 
knowing that publication in international scientific journals depends on them writing in the 
English language. 
 The language of science is characterised primarily by the use of technical vocabulary. 
However, speakers of a language are able to recognise scientific language not only by its 
terminology but through other features of such a specialised textual category. Thus, according 
to Halliday (2006: 194), a prototypical clause of scientific English contains: 
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(i) A simple structure (SVO). 
(ii) A process in which X would explain Y, setting up a logical relation between 
nominal groups. 
(iii) Head nouns which are usually nominalisations of processes (e.g. conclusion < 
conclude). 
 
Hence, the language of science can also be characterised as being more nominal than clausal. 
In this sense, Halliday (2006: 102-103) uses (55a) and (55b) to show that the same statement 
may be written in two different fashions. 
 
  (55a) Prolonged exposure will result in rapid deterioration of the item 
  (55b) If the item is exposed for long it will rapidly deteriorate 
 
The lexical items in both examples are the same (varying only in their morphological shape; 
e.g. from the verb deteriorate to the noun deterioration). Differences are of a grammatical 
nature: in the first example all the “lexical matter” is concentrated into nominal groups, such 
as prolonged exposure and rapid deterioration of the item; in the second case, the elements 
are configured in the form of clauses. Example (55a) is typically found in scientific language, 
but whereas (55b) implies the same, it is not typical of scientific texts. According to Halliday 
(2006: 102) example (55a) sounds more “scientific” than (55b), that is to say, it is filled with 
more “authority and wisdom” than the second example. The reasons for this nominal style in 
scientific writing are twofold: 
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(i) The technicality of scientific discourse. 
(ii) The rationality of the statements contained. 
 
Thus, the grammar of scientific language itself helps in the expression of messages rich with 
technical meanings. Also, the grammar of scientific language, and more particularly nominal 
style, reflects the way in which science presents information: arriving at certain conclusions 
by means of observations and experimentation, progressing from one step to another through 
a process of deductive logic (Halliday, 2006: 123). 
 Narrative genres, on the other hand, are not expected to display such a high number of 
N+N sequences as non-narrative genres do. Literary language is also related to everyday 
language; this is especially so in the case of fiction, since the fictional genre commonly seeks 
to reflect language as it is used in everyday speech. As a result, features of everyday speech 
can appear in literary language, but features of literary language are also found in non-literary 
texts. 
 Carter (1997: 164) points out that the main characteristics of literary language are 
probably the use of metaphor and creativity. As a consequence, lexical innovations are used 
frequently in this kind of language. Compounding can be used, as Blake (1990: 60) suggests, 
as a means to create or suggest another type of style. Such is the case of a word like 
gogglebox, which when used in literature may suggest a colloquial style, reflecting a light-
hearted derision for the television typical of casual everyday speech. In addition, the method 
of using sequences of nouns is a means of creating new words which are transparent to 
readers, who otherwise may find difficulties in understanding loanwords, as in red-making for 
incarnadine. Blake (1990) also points out that the repetition of a word or its use combined 
with another can be a means for achieving cohesion within the language. As a result, it may 
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be expected that a great number of N+N sequences are used in literary language. However, 
findings from the corpus study may reveal this is not the case, and indeed Blake (1990) points 
out that the phenomenon of compounding in English is not so widely used as a means of 
expanding vocabulary. Conversely, loan words from Latin or Greek are much more widely 
used for this purpose. 
4.1.2 Speech community 
The corpora chosen for the present research allow for a comparative study of ongoing changes 
in two national varieties of English, American and British English. Their role with respect to 
N+N structures is hypothesised here as being different as regards the use and the 
morphosyntactic patterns of N+N structures. For that reason, an overview of the situation of 
each national variety will be useful. 
 As already noted, American English was adopted after the 2nd World War as the 
language of technological development and research, due to the fact that the scientific 
infrastructure in America was undamaged by the war, with America coming to assume a 
leadership in science and technology. American English, then, became the linguistic 
counterpart of technological development. As a result, it seems that the supremacy of 
American English as the language of technology and research led to a spread of its influence 
to other areas, especially those of business and economy, until American English became the 
shared language of a globalised world. 
 Additionally, as Hundt (1997) notes, there are various differences in morphology and 
syntax between American and British English, which are evidence of the fact that American 
English is more innovative than British English. Such an assertion clearly supports the idea 
that there may be a stream of innovation in American English through the spread of newly 
coined N+ N sequences, and indeed this will be shown in Section 4.4. 
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4.1.3 Time period 
As Biber & Clark (2002: 53-54) point out, the increase in the use of N+N sequences took 
place in English from the 1950s onwards. The different periods represented in the corpora of 
written English (the 60s and the 90s) imply a thirty year time span, and clearly this may 
reflect some changes in the use of nominal premodifiers. As noted in Mair (1997: 196-197), 
corpora may not serve to explain the origins of an innovation, but they undoubtedly allow us 
to focus on the spread of an innovative element, in this case N+N structures. The decade of 
the 1960s saw a broad sociological transition from a rigid and hierarchical world to a freer 
and more globalised society. Such social changes may have implied changes also in the 
language of social interaction, and the increase of N+N structures may be considered to be a 
symptom of this change. This hypothesis will be tested in the analysis of the corpus data. 
4.1.4 Mode 
Differences between spoken and written discourse in the use of N+N sequences have never 
been previously studied. However, we can expect that, given that spoken discourse employs a 
lower number of nouns as a general rule (cf. Halliday 1989), the results derived from the 
corpus may reveal that the use of N+N sequences in spoken English is not as frequent as it is 
in written language. 
4.2 The corpus 
The main aim of the present investigation is to study the evolution and use of nominal 
premodifiers in Present Day English. For that purpose, six computerised corpora of written 
and spoken English have been selected. For written English these are the Lancaster-
Oslo/Bergen Corpus (LOB; compilation year: 1961), the Freiburg-Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen 
Corpus of British English (FLOB; compilation year: 1991) and their American counterparts, 
4 THE CORPUS RESEARCH
 
 128
the Brown Corpus of Standard American English (BROWN; compilation year: 1961) and the 
Freiburg-Brown Corpus of American English (FROWN; compilation year: 1992) (cf. Mair 
2002).20 These four corpora allow for analyses from both a diachronic and synchronic 
perspective. Two more corpora were chosen for spoken English, the International Corpus of 
English: the British Component (ICE-GB; compilation years: 1990-1993) and the Corpus of 
Spoken Professional American English (CSPAE; compilation years: 1994-1998). In what 
follows, a detailed description of the chosen corpora is given. 
4.2.1 The corpora of written English 
As noted, the BROWN/FROWN, LOB/FLOB are four matching corpora of American and 
British written English which allow us to focus on three different variables: national variety 
(American vs. British English), time period (1960s vs. 1990s), and text category (to be 
discussed further, below). Each of the four corpora contains 500 samples of approximately 
2,000 words each, resulting in a total of 1,000,000 running words per corpus, which are 










                                                 
20 Available in Hofland et al. (1999). 




NUMBER OF SAMPLES NUMBER OF WORDS 
BROWN/FROWN LOB/FLOB BROWN/FROWN LOB/FLOB
A: Press: Reportage 44 44 88,000 88,000 
B: Press: Editorial 27 27 54,000 54,000 
C Press: Reviews 17 17 34,000 34,000 
D Religion 17 17 34,000 34,000 
E Skills and Hobbies 36 38 72,000 76,000 
F Popular Lore 48 44 96,000 88,000 
G Belles Lettres, Biographies, 
Memoirs 
75 77 150,000 154,000 
H Miscellaneous 30 30 60,000 60,000 
J Learned/Science 80 80 160,000 160,000 
K General Fiction 29 29 58,000 58,000 
L Mystery and Detective 
Fiction 
24 24 48,000 48,000 
M Science Fiction 6 6 12,000 12,000 
N Adventure and Western 
Fiction 
29 29 58,000 58,000 
P Romance and Love Story 29 29 58,000 58,000 
R Humour 9 9 18,000 18,000 
TOTAL 500 500 1,000,000 1,000,000 
Table 4 Distribution of text categories in the corpora of written English 
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Each sample in the corpora starts at the beginning of a sentence and comprises around 2,000 
words. All texts are prefaced by a number of identification codes which provide details of 








This eight-line extract is taken from the first sample of the General Fiction category from the 
LOB corpus. For the identification here of the examples taken from the corpus, the following 
notation will be used: the capital letter corresponding to a specific text category22 plus the line 










                                                 
21 My own emphasis. 
22 Each capital letter which is employed to name a text category corresponds to those shown in the corpora, 











Text category (K General Fiction) 
 
Sample number (01) 
 
Line number (8) 
 
K01   1 **[375 TEXT K01**] 
K01   2 ^*0*'Are you sure you're quite fit? ^It's terrible weather.**' He 
K01   3 turned round to face his colleague. 
K01   4    |^For some esoteric reason Fairbanks always completed the buttoning 
K01   5 of his flies in the main area of the lavatory. ^*'Good morning, 
K01   6 Harold,**' he said. ^*'I'm pretty chipper, thanks, considering.**' ^He 
K01   7 was a tiny man, of fanatical neatness, his remaining hair snowy, and 
K01   8 cropped like a Prussian's. ^His white shirt cuffs were actually 
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4.2.2 The corpora of spoken English 
The International Corpus of English: Great Britain (ICE-GB) is the British component of a 
larger corpus, the International Corpus of English, which is currently being compiled and will 
include texts from different national varieties of English (cf. Greenbaum 1991). It was 
compiled at the Survey of English Usage (SEU), University College London, and comprises 
contemporary British English texts produced during the years 1990-1993 and designed to 
cover both spoken and written English. The corpus is 1,000,000 words long, divided into 500 
samples of approximately 2,000 words each, across eleven textual categories and thirty-two 
subcategories. The distribution of the total words is uneven, with the written part comprising 
400,000 words (200 samples) and the spoken part 600,000 words (300 samples). 
 As far as the spoken section of the corpus is concerned, it is divided into Dialogues, 
Monologues and Mixed texts. Dialogues are further subdivided into Private and Public texts. 
As for the former, these are divided into Direct conversations and Telephone calls. The latter 
include the most formal kinds of text: Classroom lessons, Broadcast (which is further 
subdivided into Discussions and Interviews), Parliamentary debates, Legal cross-
examinations and Business transactions. Monologues are divided into Unscripted and 
Scripted texts. The former are subdivided into Spontaneous commentaries, Speeches, 
Demonstrations and Legal presentations. The Scripted texts are themselves subdivided into 
Broadcast talks and Non-broadcast speeches. Finally, Mixed texts include Broadcast news. 







































TOTAL 300 600,000 
    Table 5 Distribution of text categories in the spoken ICE-GB corpus 
 
Each sample is classified according to several codes which represent the text category, 





















 The American counterpart of the British spoken corpus is still in preparation, and thus 
it is preferable to find an alternative corpus which, to a greater or a lesser extent, can be 
adapted to the structure of the ICE-GB corpus. In this regard the corpus that best fits our 
purposes is the Corpus of Spoken Professional American English (CSPAE), which contains 
transcriptions of formal conversations collected from 1994 to 1998. As a consequence, while 
in the case of written English the corpora match strictly, this is not the case with the corpora 
of spoken English. Nevertheless, both of these spoken corpora comprise samples collected 
from formal spoken language, which is the main focus of interest for the present investigation. 
 The CSPAE comprises 2,000,000 words, and is divided into two main sub-corpora. 
The first is a record of academic discussions, and contains two different subsections: Faculty 
meetings held at the University of North Carolina, which contains 3 samples; and Committee 
meetings, held at different locations around the United States, which contains 7 samples. The 
second sub-corpus includes transcriptions from press conferences in the White House, mainly 
 
Text category (S: spoken) 
 
Section (1: dialogue) 
 
Subsection (b: public) 
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of question and answer sessions, and contains 6 samples. The distribution of the sub-corpora 
and their samples is presented in Table 6. 
 























Table 6 Distribution of texts in the CSPAE corpus 
 
For the purposes of the present investigation, I have opted for the untagged version of this 
corpus, since the search for N+N structures in the corpora has been made manually. Hence, 
the only extra information which is here provided for data from this corpus is the name of 
each speaker in the dialogues. 
 






In order to classify the samples from the corpus, I have taken the same codes that are 








4.2.3 Text sampling 
After selecting the corpora, the next step involved the selection of the text categories for each 
corpus. In the case of the corpora of written English, they are divided into fifteen text 
categories, as shown in Table 4 above (cf. Section 4.2.1). In line with one of the main 
hypotheses of the present research, non-narrative genres are expected to contain more N+N 
structures than texts which are narrative in nature (cf. Brown & Yule 1983; Biber & Clark 
2002). Because of this, I have chosen the five text categories shown in Table 7. 
 
 
Section (FAC: faculty) 
 




<SP>MANDEL:</SP> I'm David Mandel. I direct the MPR Center for 
Curriculum and Professional Development in Washington, D.C. I am 
responsible for the staff support for both the development of the mathematics 
specifications and the reading specifications on this national initiative. 
And we are joined here by Cathy Seeley from the University of Texas who is 
the lead writer for this committee and by Sharon Kallus who is a teacher from 
Pfulgerville, Texas. 
<SP>DOSSEY:</SP> Okay. And then, Wayne. 
<SP>MARTIN:</SP> Yes. That is timely. 










PERSUASIVE A Press: reportage 
PERSUASIVE B Press: editorial 
ABSTRACT SCIENTIFIC LANGUAGE J Science 
NARRATIVE 
EXTENSIVE 
REFERENCE K General fiction 
EXPLICIT 
REFERENCE G Belles Lettres, Biographies, Memoirs 
Table 7 Distribution of text categories according to linguistic dimensions 
 
Following Biber (1988), text categories have been divided according to different linguistic 
dimensions, the necessity of which is easy to appreciate. As noted in Biber (1988: 13), “(…) a 
linguistic dimension is determined on the basis of a consistent co-occurrence pattern among 
features”, that is, features which co-occur in a text define a linguistic dimension. Linguistic 
dimensions allow us to establish relations among texts of different kinds within particular 
situational or functional parameters (e.g., formal vs. informal, or interactive vs. non 
interactive). However, as Biber himself points out, these dimensions define “(…) continuums 
of variation rather than discrete poles” (ibid.: 9), which implies, for example, that it is better 
to describe a text as more or less formal rather than fully formal or fully informal. In other 
words, linguistic dimensions serve to “(…) specify the ‘textual relations’ among different 
kinds of texts in English” (ibid.: 19); as a result, variation in genres is scalar along a 
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continuum and as such these dimensions can affect the characterisation of a given text 







7 Romantic fiction 
































                - NARRATIVE 
Figure VII Mean scores of Dimension 2, Narrative vs. non-narrative concerns, as shown in Biber (1988: 
136); emphasis added 
 
                                                 
23 Academic prose is used by Biber (1988) to refer to Science, a term which is preferred here since it matches 
that used in the LOB, BROWN, FLOB and FROWN corpora. 
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As noted in Figure VII, Fiction has high scores in the scale of Dimension 2, which implies 
that it is more narrative than is Press: reportage, and even more so than Science (represented 
by “Academic prose”, cf. also footnote 23), which obtains the lowest scores in the scale. 
 Given these characteristics, there are four linguistic dimensions among those described 
by Biber (1988) which best account for each text category24. The main difference has to do 
with the second dimension, that of Narrative vs. non-narrative concerns (cf. Figure VII), 
which distinguishes discourse with narrative purposes (Fiction and Belles Lettres, 
Biographies, Memoirs25, the latter represented by “Biographies”, cf. also footnote 26) from 
discourse with non-narrative purposes (Press and Science). 
 Press and Science are distinguished according to the fifth dimension, Abstract vs. non-
abstract information (cf. Figure VIII), according to which there are texts with a highly 










                                                 
24 The linguistic dimensions distinguished by Biber (1988: 115) are: (i) Informational vs. involved production, 
(ii) Narrative vs. non-narrative concerns, (iii) Explicit vs. situation-dependent reference, (iv) Overt expression of 
persuasion, (v) Abstract vs. non-abstract information, (vi) On-line informational elaboration. 
25 Although the category Belles Lettres, Biographies and Memoirs is included within narrative genres, the reader 
should be aware that some samples belonging to this category deviate to a certain extent from the prototypical 
features of narrative texts.  
















1 Press reviews 
Press reportage 
Professional letters; Editorials 




Prepared speeches; Interviews 
 
General, science, and adventure fiction; 
Spontaneous speeches; mystery fiction; 
-3 Face-to-face conversations 
Telephone conversations  
                  - ABSTRACT  
Figure VIII Mean scores of Dimension 5, Abstract vs. Non-Abstract Information, as shown in Biber (1988: 
152); emphasis added 
 
Biber (1988: 12) characterises scientific discourse as specialised, planned and extremely 
nominal as well as structurally complex, whereas press language is defined as concerned with 
the audience to which it is directed, in order to maintain a relationship with that audience, and 
is also concerned with temporal and physical situations (ibid.: 70-71). In spite of this, Press 
categories still show a positive, although minor, value on Dimension 5 since, as noted in 
Biber (1988: 154), these genres show a twofold purpose: they report events involving 
concrete, often human, referents, but they also discuss the implications of those events in 
conceptual terms. 
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 Within Press, Reportage and Editorial are distinguished following the fourth 








3 Professional letters 
Editorials 
2 Romantic fiction 
Hobbies 
Personal letters 
1 Interviews; General fiction 
 
Telephone conversations; Prepared 
speeches; Spontaneous speeches; 
Religion 
0 Official documents 
Face-to-face conversations; Humour; 
Popular lore; Academic prose 
Biographies; Mystery and science 










                 - PERSUASIVE  
Figure IX Mean scores of Dimension 4, Overt Expression of Persuasion, as shown in Biber (1988: 149); 
emphasis added 
 
Whereas Editorial is characterised by the presence of the point of view of the author, 
who may well use an argumentative style in order to persuade readers and who will make 
broad assumptions concerning specific shared background knowledge, Reportage is not 
persuasive and merely gives an account of events. 
 Finally, according to Biber (1988: 71), narrative genres require a considerable amount 
of shared cultural assumptions and build their own internal physical and temporal context. 
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However, within narrative text categories, Fiction and Belles Lettres, Biographies, Memoirs 







7 Official documents 
Professional letters 
6  
5 Press reviews; Academic prose 
4 Religion 
3 Popular lore 
2 Editorials; Biographies26 
Spontaneous speeches 
1  
Prepared speeches; hobbies 
0  











Personal letters; Mystery and 
Adventure fiction 









                      - EXPLICIT 
Figure X Mean scores of Dimension 3, Explicit vs. Situation-Dependent Reference, as shown in Biber (1988: 
143); emphasis added 
                                                 
26 Belles Lettres, Biographies, Memoirs are included within the category Biographies (cf. Table 4 in Section 
4.2.1). 
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While in Fiction there is extensive dependent reference to the temporal and physical context 
of discourse, in Belles Lettres, Biographies, Memoirs there is an explicit identification of 
referents in discourse. 
 Given a distribution based on the previous dimensions, these text categories are 
supposed to exhibit more or fewer N+N structures in the corpus. As a result, we expect that 
the results obtained from the corpus research will create a continuum in terms of frequency of 
the structures, ranging from the highest proportions in non-narrative genres, to lower 
proportions in narrative categories. 
 As far as the corpora of spoken English are concerned, the selection of texts has been 
random since, as noted in Biber (1988: 161), there is no dimension which can make an 
absolute distinction between written and spoken English. Hence, the main aim of the corpus 
of spoken English research is to compare findings to those from the written English corpora 
from the same period and to see how N+N structures develop in spoken language. The chosen 
corpora of spoken English are representations of formal language and thus we do not expect 
each category to behave in the same way, as already mentioned for the corpora of written 


















Table 8 Chosen text categories in the spoken ICE-GB corpus 
 
As for the CSPAE corpus, a random selection of texts belonging to the Faculty meetings and 
the Committee meetings subsections has been made. 
 The sampling of texts depends to a large extent on the frequency of use of the item 
under study. The corpora of written English used in the present research contain a total of 
1,000,000 words each, whereas the ICE-GB contains 100,000,000 words and the CSPAE 
2,000,000. This is a huge number of words, and analysing such a body of data would entail an 
equally huge amount of work. However, as noted in Romaine (1982: 111), the 
representativeness of a given phenomenon within a corpus depends on the frequency of the 
studied item; in other words, if the phenomenon under study is very common in language, a 
small sample is all that is required, whereas for a rare phenomenon a larger sample is 
inevitably needed. 
 For this reason, a pilot study was carried out in Pastor-Gómez (2006) to test how 
frequent N+N sequences are in the language and thus to decide on the number of words that 
need to be drawn from the corpora for analysis. In this preliminary study, the four corpora of 
written English and three text categories (reportage, editorial and fiction) were selected. As 
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for each category, only one sample was chosen, which amounted to a total of 24,000 words 
per category. 
 
 BROWN FROWN LOB FLOB RESULTS 
Reportage A07 85 A07 42 A05 31 A05 45 36.77% 
Editorial B07 64 B07 91 B05 27 B05 47 41.48% 
Fiction K01 22 K01 42 K01 24 K01 22 21.74% 
RESULTS 31.55% 32.29% 15.13% 21.03%  
Table 9 Results obtained in a pilot study 
 
The findings from this pilot study reveal that, even using one single sample, differences 
among genres are still evident. In general terms, editorial (41.48%) and reportage (36.77%) 
show a higher proportion of N+N sequences than fiction (21.74%). As far as speech 
communities are concerned, American English shows a higher proportion of N+N structures 
(31% / 32%) than British English (15% / 21%). However, the number of N+N sequences in 
both American and British English increases over time. These proportions may change when 
the density of the chosen corpora varies but, nonetheless, they give an indication of the kind 
of results that we are likely to get from a larger analysis. It appears, then, that the number of 
examples for each category is going to be high. Consequently, the final selection of data is as 
follows: 
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 For the corpora of written English, ten samples per text category were chosen, giving a 
total of 20,000 words per text category and 100,000 words per corpus. Since there are four 
corpora, a total count of 400,000 words will be analysed in the corpora of written English. As 
far as the spoken English corpora are concerned, since those are compared to the written 
English corpora from the same period (i.e., the 1990s), a total of 100,000 words is analysed 
per corpus, making a total of 200,000 words for the corpora of spoken English. As a result, a 
total of 600,000 words have been manually scanned for the present investigation. 
4.2.4 Methodology 
The identification of nominal modifiers from the corpora has been a laborious task. Since 
there is no scope for automatically separating those nouns which are premodifiers from any 
other kinds of noun, the selection of N+N structures was made manually. In what follows, 
there is an account of the main criteria employed in this process and an explanation as to why 
these criteria were used. The data derived from such an exhaustive selection of material are 
also discussed. 
 The present empirical research is grounded in the idea that there is an evolution in the 
use of nominal modifiers of nouns over the course of the 20th century (these constructions 
being on the increase); and with these nominal modifiers undergoing a change in their status, 
some become members of a morphological unit, such as a compound noun. Examples arising 
in the corpora include pizza shop (FROWN K1 L6) and Alaska region (FROWN B25 L79). 
However, some restrictions have been applied to those modifying nouns which are themselves 
modified by an adjective (e.g. European Community attempts [FLOB A5 L81]). Most have 
been included in the research, due to the fact that being themselves modified does not prevent 
them from being modifying nouns. Exceptions to this are combinations such as (61). 
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  (61) Full-length sequence (FROWN J16 L169) 
 
Discussing forms such as all-time (“an all-time high”) or no-win (“a no-win situation”), Bauer 
& Huddleston (2002: 1660) note that these forms do not fit the regular structures for 
attributive modifiers in NP structure, such as adjective phrases (e.g. a red car) or nouns (e.g. 
a noun phrase). They are, in Bauer & Huddleston’s words (ibid.), typically nonce-forms, and 
they opt for treating them as “compound adjectives.” Structures of this type occurring in my 
data, and, not being prototypical, have been omitted from the analysis, include full-length as 









This is a list of some of the forms which have not been included in the corpus research given 
that they seem to constitute a new adjectival rather than nominal unit. Indeed, if the 
modifying adjective is omitted from these, the modifying noun by itself loses its original 
sense. 
  (63) high-resolution frequency vs. resolution frequency 
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 Measure expressions have also been excluded (e.g. 20 year age, June 23 election or 
20th Century Fox) since they also deviate from what has been understood as a prototypical 
noun modifier. As noted in Bauer & Huddleston (2002: 1660), although they have a singular 
noun base, they do not qualify as nominals, which have plural forms of the noun (e.g. He is 20 
years old). In fact, Bauer & Huddleston (2002) classify these expressions as compound 
adjectives which can be combined with other adjectives to form larger compounds (e.g. A 20 
year old student). Temporal expressions such as Monday morning or February afternoon are 
also excluded. Similarly, morphological N+N structures which are written as one word have 
been excluded from the final count. Appendix V includes a compilation of these compound 
nouns. 
 During the sampling process, an especially problematical issue was that of forms with 
–ing deriving from verbs. Two criteria were applied, according to the status and the level of 
institutionalisation of such forms. Thus nouns such as wedding and building were included 
(e.g. wedding ceremony [FLOB A10 L47]) since their status as nouns has been 
institutionalised over time and they are nowadays nouns in the full sense of the word, that is, 
they have acquired a specialised meaning and show prototypical features of nouns such as 
inflection for number. Problems arise with –ing forms such as farming in farming unions, 
especially if we consider that there are N+N structures such as farm workers (FROWN G10 
L44). This is an example of pre-emption, in which a noun can be found in the same position 
with the same premodifying function. Thus, farming differs from prototypical nouns or verbs; 
it is halfway between them and has properties which are clause-like and phrase-like (cf. 
Hopper & Thompson, 1984: 738; Raumolin-Brunberg, 1991: 86). In fact, Payne & 
Huddleston (2002: 444) refer to items of this kind, such as gleaming in the gleaming 
showroom, as verb phrases with the function of attributive modifiers. As such, the decision 
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here has been to omit them from the present investigation, since the inclusion of modifiers 
like these would imply a deviation from the main objective of our research. As a result, 
constructs like waiting list, drawing board, and reading group have been excluded. 
Conversely, –ing forms acting as head of the noun phrase have been included (e.g. Bible 
reading [BROWN B12 L115]), since their category membership is beyond doubt. As noted in 
Payne & Huddleston (2002: 81-82), gerundial nouns differ from verbs in several respects: 
 
(i) In the kind of complements they take. Whereas verbs take noun phrases, 
gerundial nouns take prepositional phrases (e.g. he’s reading the Bible vs. the 
reading of the Bible). 
(ii) In the kind of modifiers they have. Whereas verbs are modified by adverbs, 
nouns are modified by adjectives (e.g. he’s exhaustively reading the Bible vs. 
the exhaustive reading of the Bible). 
(iii) In the use of determiners. They can combine with nouns but not with verbs 
(e.g. *he’s the reading the Bible vs. the reading of the Bible). 
(iv) In the inflection for plural. Whereas gerundial nouns can often inflect for 
number, verbs cannot (e.g. *he’s readings the Bible vs. the readings of the 
Bible). 
 
 Finally, abbreviations and acronyms have been included in the final count (e.g. TV 
actor [FROWN B5 L184], NATO headquarters [BROWN G3 L119]). As noted by Bauer & 
Huddleston (2002: 1632-1634), they are a result of a word formation process and behave 
grammatically like ordinary nouns (e.g. they inflect for plural in the regular way, as in TVs). 
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4.3 Overview of the data 
The distribution of the samples under analysis is laid out in Appendix I. With the exclusions 
noted and once the samples have been analysed, the resulting data are as shown in Table 10. 




 N+N GENRES 

















































Table 10 N+N structures in the corpora of  written English27 
 
 
                                                 
27 Note that American and British English from the 1960s are identified as American English I and British 
English I, with the corresponding corpora from the 1990s American English II and British English II. 
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Table 10 shows the number of N+N structures which have been found for each text category 
and corpus. At first glance, we can see that all corpora show slight differences in the number 
of N+N sequences found. Further differences can be seen in the distribution of N+N 
sequences between text categories. Thus, non-narrative genres (i.e., Press and Science) 
contain a higher number of N+N sequences than narrative genres (i.e., Fiction and Belles 











N+N % N+N % N+N % N+N % N+N % 
AMERICAN 
ENGLISH 
1,310 31.65% 917 22.18% 918 22.15% 422 10.19% 572 13.82% 
BRITISH 
ENGLISH 
1,035 31.11% 675 20.29% 745 22.39% 421 12.65% 451 13.55% 
Table 11 Percentages of N+N sequences according to text category 
 
Whereas non-narrative genres show around 20%-30% of the N+N sequences found in all the 
corpora, narrative genres show 10%-13% of sequences. As expected, Reportage and Science 
are the two non-narrative genres in which more N+N structures are found for both British and 
American English, whereas Fiction and Belles Lettres, Biographies, Memoirs show a lower 
proportion, again for both speech communities. What can also be observed at first glance is 
that the number of N+N structures is by far the highest in Reportage, with a total of 1,310 and 
1,035 N+N sequences for American and British English respectively, which amounts to 31% 
of all nominal premodifiers found in the data. Following Reportage, the category of Science 
also exhibits a relatively high number of nominal premodifiers, exceeding 20% in both 
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American and British English. Conversely, Fiction shows a lower proportion, with only 422 
(10.19%) and 421 (12.65%) nominal premodifiers found in American and British English 
respectively. As seen in the non-narrative text categories, Editorial also shows a high 
proportion of nominal premodifiers (22%), with a frequency comparable to that of Science. 
So, at first glance it seems that there are two clear poles in the use of N+N sequences, 
Reportage (highest number) and Fiction (lowest number), with Science and Editorial at an 
intermediate position and Belles Lettres, Biographies, Memoirs somewhat closer to the 












Figure XI Distribution of text categories according to N+N structures found in the corpora 
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The figure here shows the general distribution of text categories in American and British 
English according to the number of N+N structures found from top to bottom. However, a 
more detailed approach to the evolution of N+N structures according to the variables 
introduced in Section 4.1 can lead to further differences. In what follows, a more 
comprehensive analysis of the N+N sequences found according to text category, speech 
community and time period is offered. 
4.3.1 Text category 
As already mentioned, differences are manifest among the various text categories into which 
the corpora of written English have been divided. Non-narrative genres are expected to show 
a greater number of N+N sequences than narrative genres. This prediction was confirmed and 
Figure XII displays the general results per text category. 
 
Figure XII
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Non-narrative genres contain three quarters of all the N+N sequences found in the four 
corpora of written English. Press: reportage contains 32% of the N+N sequences found, 
whereas Fiction contains only 11%. 
4.3.2 Speech community 
Differences between American and British English were expected in the number of N+N 
sequences that each speech community employs. In particular, there were reasons to predict 
that American English uses a higher proportion of nominal premodifiers than British English. 
Figure XIII illustrates the findings from the analysis of American English I. 
 
Figure XIII
Distribution of N+N sequences in American English I 













As expected, non-narrative genres are the categories with the highest number of N+N 
sequences, whereas Fiction and Belles Lettres, Biographies, Memoirs account for only 11% 
of the total number of N+N structures each. Figure XIV refers to British English. 
 




Distribution of N+N sequences in British English I 















Once again, the supremacy of non-narrative genres is clear to see, with Fiction and Belles 
Lettres, Biographies, Memoirs again containing the lowest percentages of N+N sequences. 






B. Lettres, Biog., Mem.
Figure XV
Distribution of N+N sequences in American and British 
English I according to text category
American English British English
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As can be seen, American English shows a clear supremacy for all genres other than Press: 
editorial, in which both speech communities display frequency of N+N sequences. Similarly, 
there are no great differences in Fiction, where N+N structures are found at a lower level. 
 Let us now consider the results for the second period, the 1990s. Differences between 
text categories in both speech communities are shown in Figures XVI and XVII. 
 
 
There is again a strong difference between non-narrative and narrative genres. The low 
percentage shown by Fiction is especially notable, with only 9% of the total N+N sequences 
found. Figure XVII shows the same distribution for British English. 
 
Figure XVI
Distribution of N+N sequences in American English II 
















Distribution of N+N sequences in British English II 













Here the difference between the N+N sequences found for Press: reportage (31%) and Fiction 
(12%) is, again, sizeable. Science and Editorial are both at a midway position with 21%. 






B. Lettres, Biog., Mem.
Figure XVIII
Distribution of N+N sequences in American and British 
English II according to text category
American English British English  
 
As can be seen, differences between the two speech communities are less evident in the 
second period. This is probably due to a higher increase in the use of N+N sequences by 
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British speakers than in the case of Americans. This tendency is especially notable in the case 
of Reportage and Fiction, the two text categories in which a higher and a lower number of 
N+N sequences are found respectively. 
4.3.3 Time period 
The diachronic evolution of N+N sequences in the two speech communities can be observed 




Distribution of N+N structures in American English I and 
















The use of N+N structures across the time span of 30 years has increased in American English 
in Belles Lettres, Biographies, Memoirs and Editorial, whereas for the remaining text 
categories the rate of use is stable. As far as British English is concerned, Figure XX displays 
the results. 
 




Distribution of N+N structures in British English I 
















The evolution of N+N structures in British English over the same period can be characterised 
by a general increase in all text categories. This is especially the case of Reportage, Science 
and Belles Lettres, Biographies, Memoirs; Fiction, however, undergoes only a slight increase, 
as does Editorial.  
 These findings suggest the increase in the use of N+N sequences in the course of the 
second half of the 20th century is not always significant, especially in American English, 
where even though N+N sequences are frequently used, their number has not increased over 
time. British English, with a lower number of N+N structures, does experience a general 
increase, especially in those text categories which usually show a high number of N+N 
sequences, Science and Reportage. 
4.3.4 Mode 
The analysis of a corpus of spoken English allows for the comparison of the use of N+N 
sequences from the second period between written British and American English (FLOB and 
FROWN corpora) and spoken British and American English (ICE-GB and CSPAE). As was 
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previously hypothesised, the results derived from the corpus of spoken English reveal that the 







American English 2,210 
British English 1,860 
Spoken 1,802 
American English 948 
British English 854 
Table 12 Distribution of N+N sequences in written and spoken language and speech communities 
 
In fact, the number of N+N sequences for written texts is twice that of N+N structures found 
in spoken English. 





Distribution of N+N sequences in spoken and written 
American and British English II
Spoken Written
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American English exhibits a higher number of N+N sequences than British English for both 
spoken and written language. This implies that differences between speech communities are 
exactly the same for both spoken and written texts. 
4.4 N+N structures and lexicalisation 
In the previous chapter (Section 3.4.2) the question of lexicalisation was discussed in detail. 
As was mentioned, lexicalisation is part of the process whereby a structure such as an N+N 
sequence may become established, undergoing institutionalisation, the structure coming to be 
used and accepted by the community of speakers, and lexicalisation, as a result of which that 
structure becomes idiosyncratic. In the present corpus research we wonder which N+N 
sequences have undergone that process of lexicalisation in which the newly acquired 
idiosyncratic features may cause the sequence to be obscured from a semantic and a formal 
point of view. It has also been pointed out that the importance of the process of lexicalisation 
is such that it can lead to the creation of new lexicon. Consequently, an empirical study into 
lexicalisation in the present data has been considered to be of great relevance. It will allow us 
to observe the importance of N+N sequences in the process of word-formation. Since the 
number of N+N structures found for all corpora has been considerably high, it is expected that 
the results related to lexicalised N+N structures will be significant. 
4.4.1 Criteria for the classification of lexicalised and non-lexicalised N+N structures 
In Chapter 3 (Section 3.4.1) we surveyed different criteria for the identification of lexicalised 
N+N structures, as noted in Bauer (1978: 54). These criteria are based on phonological, 
morphological and semantic characteristics that nominal sequences may have. The application 
of grammatical rules to expressions in order to test their degree of lexicalisation has been 
developed by Barkema (1997) (cf. also Fraser 1970; on idioms, see Newmeyer 1974). 
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However, at this point, it is important to note that the application of grammatical criteria to 
N+N sequences does not result in a clear distinction between fully lexicalised and non-
lexicalised constructions, since a continuum of lexicalisation exists in which some N+N 
structures are more lexicalised than others. In this respect, Barkema (1997: 54-55) 
distinguishes between different classes of lexicalised expressions depending on their level of 
compositionality. Thus, N+N sequences like iron curtain are non-compositional whereas top 
hat is a partly-compositional lexicalised expression. 
 From a phonological point of view, stress assignment proves inconsistent and is still a 
source of controversy among scholars (cf. Giegerich 2004; Aronoff & Fudeman 2005; Plag 
2006; Plag et al. 2008; see also Chapter 3, Sections 3.1.2 and 3.4.1), and there seems to be no 
consistent answer to the problems it raises. For this reason, stress as a criterion has not been 
adopted in the current research. In addition to theoretical issues, a small-scale pilot study 
involving native speakers of English also revealed the inconsistency of stress assignment as a 
criterion, since native speakers tended to be somewhat inconsistent in this respect. The study 
itself was conducted with native speakers of American and British English, a total of 8 
middle-aged individuals (4 males and 4 females) mostly with a university education. They 
were given a list of 50 nominal constructions (taken from the corpora of written English used 
in this research) and asked to indicate where the main stress fell. The use of the list avoided 
confusions regarding stress variations owing to features of discourse such as emphasis. 
Informants were required to indicate with a number 1 or 2 (left or right constituent) where 
they considered the main stress to have fallen in each N+N sequence. The table in Appendix 
IV shows the results for each informant. There is no agreement even with N+N sequences 
with high frequency in the language (e.g. fire stations, heart attack, letter box, phone calls) 
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and, most surprisingly, the results are uneven independently of the national variety of each 
informant. 
 This pilot study illustrates first of all that speakers of a language are not consciously 
aware of stress assignment in words or sequences of words. This implies that research based 
on examples of their own pronunciation would be a better option. In spite of the modest and 
in some ways imperfect nature of this preliminary study, the findings support the idea that 
stress assignment in English is in many ways still an unresolved issue and as such may not 
serve as a clear-cut criterion for lexicalisation. Another option would be to use a 
pronunciation dictionary, in which stress assignment would be more consistent, but for the 
present research this is not possible, given that most of the N+N sequences found in the 
corpora do not appear in dictionaries. For example, there is no entry for room temperature in 
the Longman Pronunciation Dictionary, an N+N sequence about which informants have also 
shown disagreement. For these reasons, stress assignment as a criterion for lexicalisation has 
been rejected. 
 From a morphological point of view, it has been pointed out in the previous chapter 
that compounds are characterised by the unbreakable cohesion of their component parts. As 
such, their component parts cannot enter individually into coordination with other elements, 
nor can they be individually modified by other elements, since they are lexemes acting 
together as a single unit (cf. Bauer 1998; Haspelmath 2002; Payne & Huddleston 2002). 
Hence, coordination and modification are two useful criteria to test whether N+N sequences 
belong to a lexical or to a syntactic category. As already discussed, these criteria are part of 
the different conditions that an N+N structure may fulfil in order to be considered more or 
less lexicalised. However, the fulfilment of one of them does not necessarily imply the 
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fulfilment of the other. In fact, there are cases of N+N sequences in the corpora which fulfil 
the criterion of modification but do not fulfil that of coordination. 
 
  (64) sports car [BROWN B9 L39],  
  (64a) *[mind sports] car  
    but  
  (64b) sports and race car 
 
So, once again we see that lexicalisation is a continuum with some N+N structures more 
lexicalised than others, by which is meant that they fulfil all, some or only a few of the criteria 
used to characterise them. 
 From a semantic point of view, whereas fully syntactic N+N sequences are completely 
compositional (i.e., their meaning is the result of the sum of each of the meanings of their 
component parts), lexicalised N+N structures tend to have opaque meanings which often 
require recourse to a dictionary. As noted in the previous chapter (Section 3.4.1), the 
obscuration of lexicalised expressions is also a gradual process and may be caused by the 
addition or loss of specific meanings (cf. also Sauer 2000; Portero 2004). Once again, 
meaning as a criterion indicates that lexicalisation does not imply a binary distinction between 
lexicalised and non-lexicalised N+N structures. 
 Finally, to the previous criteria a new factor can be added, and has to do with the 
orthographic representation of N+N sequences. As already noted, N+N sequences are written 
separately but they can also be found hyphenated or as a single word. For the purposes of the 
present investigation, those expressions which are orthographically written as one single 
word, such as butterfly, have not been counted because from the point of view of morphology 
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they are full compounds. In spite of this, Appendix V gathers a compilation of N+N 
compounds whose members are still recognisable. Additionally, the distinction between 
hyphenated (e.g. saw-horse [BROWN K29 L161]) and separated N+N sequences (e.g. room 
temperature [BROWN J4 L161]) is considered as a condition for lexicalisation. Thus, 
hyphenation indicates that a given sequence is more lexicalised than a non-hyphenated 
sequence. In addition, there are instances in the corpora of N+N sequences which appear as 
two orthographic words or as hyphenated but which at the same time may be found written as 




(FROWN G7 L64) 
Class room 
(FLOB J16 L82) 
Copy-right 




(BROWN A26 L83) 
Heart beat 
(FROWN A28 L228) 
Life style 
(FLOB B7 L176) 
Night club 
(BROWN A16 L118) 
 
This variation in the orthographic realisation of certain N+N sequences is thus another 
symptom of the gradient character of lexicalisation. 
 To summarise, there are four factors which are used in this research to indicate 
different degrees of lexicalisation of N+N sequences: modification, coordination, semantic 
obscuration, and orthographic representation. These criteria have been applied to the N+N 
sequences chosen from the corpora. Appendix III offers a compilation of these lexicalised 
N+N sequences. As can be seen, the symbols + and – indicate respectively whether each N+N 
sequence does or does not fulfil the conditions for lexicalisation. Thus, post office (BROWN 
K27 L159) receives + symbols for modification, coordination and semantic obscuration 
criteria, whereas for orthographic representation it receives a – sign, since it does not fulfil 
this criterion. Hence, post office is an almost fully lexicalised N+N sequence. On the other 
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hand, tourist office (LOB K22 L61) is almost non-lexicalised since it does only receive a 
positive answer to the modification criterion, which means that its components can be 
coordinated separately, the structure still being grammatical. Its meaning is fully 
compositional and it is written as two orthographic words. 
4.4.2 General results 
As displayed in Table 13, the number of more or less lexicalised N+N sequences is much 









Table 13 Total distribution of lexicalised and non-lexicalised N+N structures in the corpora of written 
English 
 
Furthermore, differences are also evident for each national variety and text category, and can 
also be seen over time. In what follows, an account of these differences is offered to illustrate 
the percentages of lexicalised and non-lexicalised N+N structures in each speech community 
and text category. 
4.4.3 Text category 
The preponderance in the use of non-lexicalised N+N sequences has been tested and 
confirmed in the previous table. The results according to text categories do not deviate from 
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this general view. However, it is worth looking at these differences more carefully. Table 14 
illustrates the differences in each of the five chosen text categories, and includes their 






Lexicalised N+N TOTAL 
Press: reportage 
2,233 112 2,345 
95.22% 4.78% 31.41% 
Science 
1,562 30 1,592 
98.11% 1.88% 21.32% 
Press: editorial 
1,577 86 1,663 
94.83% 5.17% 22.27% 
Fiction 
730 113 843 




958 65 1,023 
93.65% 6.35% 13.69% 
Table 14 Lexicalised vs. non-lexicalised N+N structures according to text category 
 
Fiction is revealed as the category with the most significant data; in spite of being the 
category for which the lowest number of N+N structures are found, representing only 11.29% 
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of the total number of N+N structures found for the corpora of written English, it has the 
highest proportion of lexicalised N+N structures. Hence, 13.40% of its N+N sequences are 
lexicalised, in contrast, for example, to Science, with only 1.88% of lexicalised N+N 
sequences. 
4.4.4 Speech community 
As became evident previously in this chapter, there are differences in the use of N+N 
structures between American and British English, with the former using a higher number of 
N+N sequences. Figures XXII and XXIII in this section will show that differences are also 





Distribution of lexicalised and non-lexicalised N+N 
sequences in American and British English I
American English British English
 
 
As previously mentioned, American English I shows a higher proportion of N+N structures. 
However, in the case of lexicalised N+N structures, British English I shows a higher number 
of examples, with 7.36% (108 tokens) of lexicalised N+N structures found against 6.53% 
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(126 tokens) of lexicalised N+N structures in American English I. For the second period, 




Distribution of lexicalised and non-lexicalised N+N 
sequences in American and British English II
American English British English
 
 
Again, the rates of N+N structures for American English are higher than for British English. 
However, British English appears to be the speech community in which a higher proportion of 
lexicalised N+N structures are found (4.78%, 89 tokens, of lexicalised N+N structures, 
against 3.75%, 83 tokens, for American English). 
4.4.5 Time period 
What can be deduced from the previous figures in Section 4.4.4 is that the number of N+N 
structures in both American and British English has increased. However, this increase is not 
proportional to the number of lexicalised N+N structures found for each period of time; that 
is, the increase in lexicalised N+N structures has not been parallel to the increase in non-
lexicalised N+N structures. Hence, whereas in American English I lexicalised N+N structures 
represent 6.53% of the total number of N+N sequences, in American English II their 
proportion of appearance is only 3.75%. British English undergoes a similar trajectory: 
whereas for British English I the proportion of appearance of lexicalised N+N structures is 
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7.36%, for British English II the percentage of appearance is only 4.78% of the total number 
of N+N structures found. 
 It is worth looking at the results in both periods according to each text category to see 
whether the same behaviour is evident. 
 
Figure XXIV
Distribution of lexicalised N+N structures in American 















b. let., biog., mem.
 
Figure XXIV represents the evolution of lexicalised N+N sequences in American English 
over 30 years according to the different text categories. As can be seen, there is a clear 
decrease in the number of lexicalised sequences used in American English, which is 
especially remarkable in Editorial and Reportage. However, in Science, the category which 
shows the lowest number of lexicalised N+N structures, there is only a slight decrease. The 
contrast is confirmed in Figure XXV, where the evolution of non-lexicalised N+N sequences 
in American English is represented. 
 




Distribution of non-lexicalised N+N structures in American 














b. let., biog., mem.
 
In contrast to the previous situation, American English undergoes a slight increase in all text 
categories in the use of non-lexicalised N+N structures. This implies that the general increase 
in the use of N+N structures in the time span of 30 years favours the use of non-lexicalised 
constructs as opposed to lexicalised forms. As was previously noted in the case of the general 
evolution of N+N sequences over time, only Fiction, the text category showing the lowest 
number of N+ N sequences, does not undergo an increase in the use of non-lexicalised N+N 
sequences. 
 The situation for British English is as shown in XXVI. 























Figure XXVI shows the evolution in the use of lexicalised N+N sequences in British English 
from the 1960s to the 1990s. There is a general decrease in all text categories in spite of the 
increase undergone by all categories in the use of N+N structures in general. This situation is 
captured in Figure XXVII. 
Figure XXVII
Distribution of non-lexicalised N+N structures in British 
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As can be seen, the decrease in the use of lexicalised N+N structures is compensated for in 
British English by an increase in the use of non-lexicalised N+N sequences in all text 
categories. This is especially so in Reportage and Science. 
4.4.6 Mode 
Differences in the use of lexicalised and non-lexicalised N+N structures can also be seen in 
spoken English. In order to observe these differences, a contrast is established between the 
corpora of written English II (FROWN and FLOB) and the corpora of spoken English from 
the same period (CSPAE and ICE-GB). Table 15 shows the main findings here. 
 








2,210 2,127 96.24% 83 3.75% 
Spoken American 
English (CSPAE) 
948 919 96.94% 29 3.06% 
Written British 
English II (FLOB) 
1,860 1,771 95.22% 89 4.78% 
Spoken British 
English (ICE-GB) 
854 814 95.32% 40 4.68% 
Table 15 Distribution of lexicalised and non-lexicalised N+N structures in written and spoken English 
 
Differences between spoken and written English have already been noted in Section 4.3.4, 
and Table 15 reasserts the same differences as regards the process of lexicalisation. Figures 
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Distribution of lexicalised and non-lexicalised N+N 







Distribution of lexicalised and non-lexicalised N+N 




As can be seen, the rate of appearance of non-lexicalised N+N structures is definitely higher 
for both spoken and written English and also for both speech communities. However, in 
British English a more robust presence of lexicalised N+N structures in the analysed texts is 
observed than in American English. These differences according to speech communities are 
more clearly laid out in Figure XXX. 




Written English texts represent the highest percentages of lexicalised N+N structures, due to 
the fact that they display twice the number of general N+N sequences found in spoken 
English. However, it is worth noting that for both modes, British English shows the highest 
percentages, with 37% and 17% of lexicalised N+N structures found, despite being the speech 
community for which a lower number of N+N sequences has in general been attested. This is 
exactly the same trend observed in the corpora of written English from the earlier period 
(BROWN and LOB corpora), which once again implies that British English favours a higher 
use of lexicalised N+N structures than American English in both its written and spoken 
samples. 
Figure XXX
Distribution of lexicalised N+N sequences according to 

















Distribution of N+N sequences in American and British 
spoken English 
American English British English
 
 
As Figure XXXI shows, there are more examples of non-lexicalised N+N structures in 
American English than in British English. 
 To conclude, it should be noted that the distribution of lexicalised and non-lexicalised 
N+N structures in English shows the same behaviour in its written and spoken variants, both 
in the American and British English speech communities. 
4.4.7 Summary 
This section was devoted to the classification of lexicalised N+N structures found in the 
corpora, as well as their use according to text category, speech community and mode across a 
time span of 30 years. Several criteria have been employed to classify N+N structures on a 
continuum where some are more lexicalised than others. In spite of the gradient character of 
the status of lexicalisation, a distinction between lexicalised and non-lexicalised N+N 
structures has been made in order to measure the strength of the preference for the use of 
N+N sequences in the case of each variable. In this way it has been shown that although all 
categories favour the use of non-lexicalised N+N structures, there is a strong preference for 
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non-lexicalised N+N structures in non-narrative texts, whereas narrative genres opt for a 
higher number of N+N structures which are already established and settled in the language. 
With respect to speech communities, American English has shown preferences for non-
lexicalised N+N structures, whereas British English shows a higher number of lexicalised 
N+N sequences. As for modes, there are behavioural parallels in the use of non-lexicalised 
and lexicalised N+N structures in written and spoken English. With regard to the time span 
analysed, there is a general decrease in the use of lexicalised N+N structures in both speech 
communities and also in all text categories, favouring an increase in the use of N+N structures 
which are not lexicalised for all speech communities and text categories. This situation 
implies that there is a tendency towards the use of newly coined N+N structures which are 
created in real-time in order to answer specific linguistic needs at a given moment. A graphic 
summary of the situation is laid out in Table 16. The minus signs represent those text 
categories and speech communities for which a lower number of N+N structures (whether 
lexicalised or non-lexicalised) is found, whereas the plus sign represents those text categories 
and speech communities for which more examples of N+N structures (whether lexicalised or 















BRITISH ENGLISH + - 







Table 16 Distribution of lexicalised and non-lexicalised N+N structures according to speech community 
and text category 
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4.5 General discussion 
The present corpus study has revealed that journalistic language (i.e. Press: reportage and 
Press: editorial in the corpora of written English) contains the highest number of nominal 
premodifiers, with more than a half of all instances belonging to those two text categories. 
Their frequent use extends to other genres, such as Science, and in the case of Fiction and 
Belles Lettres, Biographies, Memoirs increases over time. As noted in Algeo (2006: 86), the 
trend towards the use of nominal premodifiers in press as a concise method of presenting 
information is spreading through other genres, such as ordinary prose. The reasons for using 
these forms in press language are different from their use in the case of scientific discourse. 
 Noun modifiers in newspaper reportage allow us to make reference to previous, known 
information with the least number of words. Thus, N+N sequences create a compressed style 
and consequently help to save space, with space limitations as a specific characteristic of 





The journalist knows that the audience is already aware of the main topic of this item of news 
(i.e., children who have been missing) and consequently there is a use of the N+N structure 
child abductions, which undoubtedly saves space yet gives precise information. In spite of 
Most of the 2,000 or so children who have come into Bob 
Hutchins’ life over the last 12 years have had one thing in 
common. They have been missing. As one of the 
Alameda County’s top experts in child abductions... 
(FROWN A23 L6-9). 
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this, N+N sequences must be carefully employed in order to avoid potential problems of 
semantic ambiguity. Hence, one cannot refer to child abductions without an introductory 
explanation such as the one offered in (66), otherwise the audience will not know what these 
abductions refer to (is that an abduction by a child? of a child? of various children?). As noted 
in Ferguson (1983), though N+N sequences are used very extensively in journalistic language, 
the audience is always in danger of not being able to retrieve previous contextual information 
to unveil their meaning. In fact, contextual information acquires a special importance in press 
language. For example, in the FROWN corpus Press: reportage excerpts taken for the current 
research, the Bill Clinton’s first presidential campaign is a frequently mentioned topic. Given 
this contextual information, which is shared by the audience, there are many references to 
both Bill Clinton and to that campaign by means of N+N sequences, which help to save space 
and redundancies without any further need to explain yet again who Bill Clinton is and what 
that campaign is about. 
 




(FROWN A1 L41) 
campaign appearance 
(FROWN A1 L117) 
campaign stroll 
(FROWN A1 L189) 
campaign stop 
(FROWN A5 L10) 
Clinton passport file 
(FROWN A1 L156) 
Clinton campaign 
(FROWN A1 L158) 
Clinton-Gore campaign 
(FROWN A1 L223) 
Clinton campaign co-director 
(FROWN A23 L123) 
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  To conclude, the use of nominal premodifiers in journalistic discourse implies that the 
readers’ access to information is faster and more direct, as this information is embedded in 
such compact structures. Also, the use of N+N sequences in journalistic language contributes 
to the concision and clarity which characterise this kind of discourse. 
 On the other hand, scientific language is understood as a sequence of steps which 
serve to build logical arguments. These steps establish logical-semantic relations such as 
causal relations, which, in Halliday’s words, are seen as prototypical. Halliday (2006: 125) 
sees the clause as consisting of theme and rheme. Theme corresponds to the stable part and 
thus is typically construed as a noun. Since in scientific language the text progresses along a 
chain of reasoning, the theme becomes a summary of what has been previously said, and thus 
this previous material becomes into nominal groups. 
 









What was presented in (68a) by means of a clause (the line width depends only on the 
temperature) is given in (68b) by means of an N+N sequence (temperature dependence). 
(…) Infrared vibration-rotation lines have predominantly the 
Lorentz, or collision-broadened line shape (…). At very low 
gas pressures, the line shapes follow the Doppler profile, 
where the line width depends only on the temperature. 
(FROWN J02 L106-108) 
In recent years measurements of Lorentz broadening 
coefficients and their temperature dependence have become 
more numerous. (FROWN J02 L129-130) 
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 Thus, as noted in Varantola (1993), the grammar of science constructs a different kind 
of world view from what is typical of everyday discourse, one which is specialised and 
technical, which itself implies that access to it by a general audience would be far from easy. 
The use of technical lexicon and different grammatical constructions obscure the meaning of 
the concepts they convey. In this respect, Varantola (1993: 73) reminds us that many of the 
terms which are employed in scientific writing could not be interpreted without a “specialist-
level extralinguistic knowledge.” Halliday (2006) proposes seven areas which contribute to 
the difficulties of understanding scientific language: 
 
(i) Interlocking definitions. 
(ii) Technical taxonomies. 
(iii) Special expressions. 
(iv) Lexical density. 
(v) Syntactic ambiguity. 
(vi) Grammatical metaphor. 
(vii) Semantic discontinuity. 
 
Three of these (lexical density, syntactic ambiguity and grammatical metaphor) will be 
carefully explained below, since they are considered to be a result of the use of nouns as 
modifiers in the nominal groups of scientific texts. 
 Lexical density has to do with the number of lexical words that are used per clause. In 
informal spoken language, the lexical density tends to be low, around two lexical words per 
clause as noted by Halliday (2006: 168), whereas in formal language this proportion of lexical 
words per clause tends to be higher. In the case of scientific language, lexical density can be 
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even higher, with examples of up to 10 or 13 lexical words per clause as compared to other 
kinds of written language with four to six lexical words per clause (Halliday, 2006: 168-169). 
With such a high lexical density, these texts become difficult to read since they provide a lot 
of information in a short space. This is the case with the following nominal sequence. 
 
  (69) rat bone marrow transplant model (FLOB J17 L38-39) 
 
 Syntactic ambiguity has already been discussed in Chapter 3. As noted there, 
knowing the correct internal relations within nominal sequences is sometimes difficult. This is 
the case with example (70). 
  
  (70) Low-resolution band intensity measurements (FROWN J02 L54) 
 
Various different interpretations of (70) are possible, thus, 
 
  (70a) [[[Low-resolution] [band intensity]] measurements] 
 
with the meaning that there are some measurements performed on the intensity of the band, 
this intensity being of low resolution; 
 
  (70b) [[Low-resolution band] [intensity measurements]] 
 
which means that there are some measurements of the intensity of a band, this band being of 
low resolution; 
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  (70c) [[Low-resolution] [[band intensity] measurements]] 
 
meaning that there are some measurements of band intensity, those measurements being of 
low resolution. 
 If all possible interpretations were combined in all combinations, we would obtain a 
large number of different meanings, some of which would clearly be more plausible than 
others (Halliday, 2006: 169-170). 
 As regards grammatical metaphor, this is a term used by Halliday to explain how 
scientific discourse is characterised by a nominal style as opposed to the clausal style of 
everyday speech. Grammatical metaphor can be explained in comparison to lexical metaphor, 











Figure XXXII Representation of lexical and grammatical metaphor as shown in Halliday (2006: 106) 
 
Thus, in the case of lexical metaphor, the word fruit is used in a metaphorical sense if it is 
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earth.” Likewise, in the case of grammatical metaphor, a process, usually represented by a 
verb, is used in a metaphorical sense when it is represented by a noun, which prototypically 
stands for entities. Halliday (2006: 104) points out that grammatical metaphor is the main 
characteristic of scientific discourse in English, whereby processes represented by verbs in 
everyday speech are now represented by nouns in scientific writing. As an illustration, 
examples (55a) and (55b) above, repeated here for convenience. 
  
  (55a) Prolonged exposure will result in rapid deterioration of the item 
  (55b) If the item is exposed for long it will rapidly deteriorate 
   
These examples show how the verbs exposed and deteriorate in normal speech have been 
transformed into the nouns exposure and deterioration. As a result, there is a great 
condensation of lexical material inside nominal groups, which appears to be a typical 
grammatical tool in scientific language. In this connection, Halliday (2006: 108) distinguishes 
among three different kinds of grammatical metaphor in English scientific language: 
 
(i) When the resulting noun functions as head of the NP (as in the case of 
deterioration). 
(ii) When the resulting item is not a noun and it does not even work inside the 
nominal group (in the case of forms like if corresponding to a verb group in 
everyday discourse: if < will result). This is a clear illustration of the fact that 
the process of grammatical metaphor cannot be entirely classified as a process 
of nominalisation. 
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(iii) When the noun resulting from grammatical metaphor does not function as head 
of the NP but is still inside the nominal group (this is the case of modifying 
nouns such as computer in computer experiments). 
 
 So far this has been an explanation of the situation of English as a language of science 
and the main characteristics which define it, among which nominal style and N+N structures 
play an important role. N+N structures provide scientific texts with a normative vision of the 
statements they stand for (cf. Varantola 1993); they provide a sense of authority as well as 
more stability and permanence over time. As a result, scientific terminology becomes 
standardised. Nominal style and N+N structures generate a scientific system (cf. Halliday 
2006); they create theories which remain over time. 
 The corpora used in this research have allowed us to work on the evolution of N+N 
structures from the perspective of different speech communities, that is, American vs. British 
English. Findings reveal that there are differences in the use of nominal modifiers. Thus, 
American English is the national variety in which a higher number of nominal modifiers are 
used in general and a higher number of non-lexicalised noun modifiers are used in particular. 
On the contrary, British English exhibits a lower number of nominal modifiers and prefers to 
resort to those N+N structures which are more conventionalised, that is, those N+N sequences 
which are already settled in the language. For that reason, we may assert that according to 
these findings American English seems to be more innovative as a speech community than 
British English, which is relatively conservative and reluctant to use new nominal constructs.  
 What these findings may entail is that in the process of the creation of new vocabulary, 
American English takes the lead. In this respect, Algeo (1991) refers to six ways in which 
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new words are created28, one of them being combining, to which compounding and derivation 
belong. In fact, the process of giving new names to things and expressing new experiences 
through the combination of two words has been very productive in American English. As 
noted in Kövecses (2000), this is especially obvious in words created to name plants (e.g. 
eggplant), animals (e.g. rattlesnake), in show business (e.g. soap opera), in the world of 
business (e.g. bank account), and sports (e.g. baseball). Additionally, “these originally 
American English examples reflect the American talent and liking for linguistic innovations” 
(Kövecses, 2000: 279). Hundt (1997: 135) also notes the innovative character of American 
English as opposed to British English when observing that: “[I]n terms of ongoing linguistic 
change, American English is often the most advanced variety.” In her work, Hundt in fact 
notes that evidence from corpora has demonstrated that American English is more innovative 
than British English and she refers to differences in morphology (e.g. introduction of irregular 
participle proven, the weakening of the semantic restrictions on the use of the s-genitive, the 
growing use of contractions), syntax (e.g. decrease of which, going to, must/have to), and 
lexico-grammar (e.g. complementation patterns with protest, different and a variety of 
prepositions: to, than, from). As a result, she points out that American English is more 
advanced in terms of ongoing morphological and syntactic changes. The findings from the 
present corpus research may be added to this as more evidence of the innovative character of 
American English. 
 Differences between speech communities can also be detected as regards the number 
of noun premodifiers that are attached to the head noun in a noun phrase. As noted in Algeo 
(2006: 89), multiple noun adjuncts are typical of American use, in spite of also being present 
in British English. Indeed, our own findings here reveal that the number of multiple noun 
                                                 
28 As noted in Algeo (1991), the six ways in which new words are created are: creating, borrowing, combining, 
shortening, blending, and shifting. Combining shows the highest productivity, with creating the least productive. 
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modifiers (e.g. liver cord cells [BROWN J15 L123-124]) is higher for the American written 
corpora than for the British corpora. 
 
SPEECH 
COMMUNITIES N+N STRUCTURES MULTIPLE N+N % 
BROWN 1,929 348 18.04% 
FROWN 2,210 410 18.55% 
American English 4,139 758 18.31% 
LOB 1,467 183 12.47% 
FLOB 1,860 275 14.78% 
British English 3,267 458 14.01% 
Table 17 Total number of N+N structures with multiple noun modifiers in the corpora of written English 
 
The application of the chi-square test (Preacher 2001) to the previous results has proven the 
distribution to be significant, thus: 
 
(i) Chi-square = 22.842 
(ii) Degrees of freedom = 3 
(iii) p value = 0.00004356 
 
Whereas the American speech community uses 18% (758) of multiple nominal premodifiers, 
British English uses only 14% (458). 
 Further differences between both speech communities can also be detected in the use 
of plural forms in modifying nouns (e.g. studies department, sports car, trades union). As 
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discussed in Chapter 3 (Section 3.1.3), nominal modifiers, because of their restrictive 
function, tend to lose their ability to be inflected and thus usually appear in the singular form 
(e.g. laboratory animals [FROWN J15 L22]). However, as noted in Quirk et al. (1985: 1334), 
the plural attributive construction (e.g. workers party [FLOB A1 L45]) is on the increase, and 
against the general trend, is increasing particularly in British English, where it is in fact more 
common than in American English (see also Johansson, 1979: 213). The corpora in the 
present research support this. There are a total of 69 N+N sequences with their first element in 
plural form29. The distribution among text categories is as shown in figure XXXIII. 
 
Figure XXXIII
Distribution of N+N sequences with regular plural 











Again, the application of chi-square test (Preacher 2001) proves the results to be significant: 
 
(i) Chi-square = 13.667 
(ii) Degrees of freedom = 1 
                                                 
29 Only regular plurals were counted. In any case, the number of irregular plurals found in the corpora of written 
English for the first element is insignificant: children program (BROWN A2 L177), women slaves (LOB G54 
L120), and women leaders (FROWN G8 L168). For a complete list of N+N sequences with plural premodifying 
nouns see Appendix VI. 
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(iii) p value = 0.00021826 
 
 American English I only shows 5% (7) of such premodifying nouns in the plural form, 
whereas American English II represents 30% (51) of the total N+N sequences found. 
However, the difference over time is less notable as in the case of British English, which, 
from 31% (36) of regular plural noun modifiers in the first period increases only to 34% in the 
second (53). These findings, though not based on very extensive data, suggest that there is 
indeed an increase in the use of plural noun modifiers, which has been striking in American 
English and more subtle in British English. These findings also suggest a possible influence 
of British on American English. 
 From a diachronic perspective, the trend in the use of nominal premodifiers in 
contemporary English is characterised by a move towards stability in their use in all genres 
and speech communities. Most of the text categories analysed experience a slight increase in 
the use of N+N sequences; similarly, there is an increase in both speech communities. 
However, after the great explosion in the use of N+N sequences, which took place from the 
end of the first half of the 20th century (cf. Biber & Clark 2002), this increase is less 
pronounced. In this connection, the 1960s is the moment at which there is a transition from a 
society characterised by strong hierarchical conventions and rigid rules into a more tolerant 
and open society, in which hierarchies and rules are relaxed. As noted in Mair (1997), this 
change is seen as a current of informalisation affecting society which has its linguistic 
correlate in the change of stylistic conventions. According to Mair (1997: 205) there is a 
colloquialisation of the norms of written discourse. This colloquialisation can be produced in 
two different ways: 
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(i) Through the relation between speech and writing: the more or less unconscious 
carrying over of conversational features into writing. 
(ii) Through no relation between speech and writing: the conscious deployment of 
selected stylistic markers in order to reduce the degree of formality of a text. 
 
Hence, given the results derived from the corpus research just presented in the previous 
chapter, it could be thought that the trend in the use of N+N sequences may belong to the 
second kind of colloquialisation of written discourse, in which there is no relation between 
speech and writing, but rather the need to reduce the formality of writing, as aptly pointed out 
by Mair. Needless to say, this colloquialisation of written discourse affects text categories 
such as press. In the case of science, N+N structures are used with other purposes and 
consequently are not a result of such a colloquialisation. 
 Differences between written and spoken discourse have been observed through the 
contrast established between the FROWN and FLOB corpora of written English and the ICE-
GB and CSPAE corpora of spoken English. There is a clear tendency in spoken language not 
to use as many N+N structures as in written language. In fact, the number of N+N sequences 
found in the corpora of spoken English was half that found in the written one. This is 
probably due to the features which characterise spoken language. As noted in Halliday (1989: 
31), spoken language is grammatically simpler than written language. This implies that it has 
fewer subordinate and complement clauses, fewer attributive adjectives and, on the other 
hand, more active verbs than written language. It also shows a tendency towards more verb-
based phrases and fewer nominalisations. As a result, it is expected that the number of N+N 
sequences is lower than in written language, since the use of nouns in both premodifying and 
head position is reduced relative to written language. 
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 In addition, spoken language is lexically less dense than written language, and as a 
consequence it has proportionally more grammatical than lexical words. What is more, 
spoken language is also characterised by a lower type-token ratio; there is a lot of repetition of 
lexical material, and thus many tokens of the same type are used. Clearly, this feature might 
have a consequence in the kind of N+N structures that are used in spoken language. In the 
corpora of spoken American English, for example, the noun faculty is used as N1 in 
combination with a different noun 45 times, and student is combined 34 times with an N230. 
 The final part of this chapter has been devoted to investigating the process of 
lexicalisation that some N+N structures undergo. For that purpose, several criteria have been 
applied to the N+N structures found in the corpora of written English, namely, coordination, 
modification, semantic specialisation, and orthographic realisation. The findings show that the 
use of lexicalised N+N sequences in both speech communities and also in all text categories is 
minor as compared to the use of non-lexicalised N+N structures. However, some results need 
highlighting. Thus, it is noteworthy that narrative text categories and also the British variety 
show a stronger preference for lexicalised N+N sequences than their non-narrative and 
American counterparts respectively. The corpus analysis has also demonstrated that this last 
assumption extends also to spoken language. 
 These results emphasise the innovative character of the American English speech 
community (as also supported in Hundt 1997) with a clear preference for non-lexicalised 
N+N structures, that is, those sequences of nouns which may be used to serve a specific 
purpose at a given moment in time and may not be used again in the future. The stream of 
innovation seems to affect British English in that the number of lexicalised N+N sequences 
decreases as time goes by, favouring the use of non-lexicalised N+N structures in this 
                                                 
30 The N2s which have been counted always represent different types. 
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traditionally more conservative national variety. Likewise, the situation as regards text 
categories is one in which more innovative non-narrative genres and more conservative 
narrative genres can be distinguished. However, the findings discussed in Section 4.4.5 
indicate that again there seems to be an influence from non-narrative genres on narrative 
genres for both speech communities, since there is a decrease in the use of lexicalised N+N 
structures which is compensated for by an increase in the use of non-lexicalised N+N 
structures in narrative genres. 





5 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
This dissertation was conceived of as a comprehensive addition to the existing literature on 
nouns used as modifiers. Its starting point was the assertion that N+N sequences are syntactic 
constructs used to fill a gap for which there is no morphological item. Some of them may 
undergo a process of lexicalisation, which implies that they become part of morphology and 
consequently help to increase the lexicon of the language. For that reason, attention was given 
to the evolution and use of N+N sequences when they are syntactic constructs and thus when 
N1 functions as a modifier of N2. Given that nouns prototypically function as the head of 
noun phrases, the question which arises is how they behave when used in a place other than 
the usual one, and also what are the consequences of this use. What follows is a summary of 
this dissertation, maintaining the original order of the chapters. 
 Chapter 2 gave a brief account of the structure of the noun phrase. This account is 
based on the idea that constituents in an NP are built up of a continuous and recursive 
sequence of items, and that they may be studied from the point of view of their form and 
function. As a result, the discussion here focused on the definition, function and patterns of 
noun phrases as well as the modifiers inside them. Special attention was also paid to 
premodification. 
 Accordingly, Section 2.1 offered an account of the different approaches that grammars 
have made to noun phrases. In Section 2.1.1 different definitions of the noun phrase according 
to several perspectives were described, and served to conclude that noun phrases may thus be 
defined in terms of their constituent parts (head and dependents), their dependency relations 
(modifiers depend on the head), or their order relations (modifiers may precede or succeed the 
head). Earlier approaches to the structure of the NP, such as Jespersen (1976 [1914]) and 
Kruisinga (1932 [1909]), emphasised the idea of the NP as a combination of items which 
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form a sense unit or a syntactic group. Later, Hockett (1958) referred to the concepts of head 
and attribute as constituents of the NP. Within the context of Generative Grammar (cf. 
Jackendoff 1977) X-bar theory viewed phrases as the product of syntactic rules which are 
context-free, and made use of lexical categories as the starting point of projection paths. 
Within Functional Grammar, the term nominal group was used instead of noun phrase (cf. 
Halliday 1985); it was understood as an expansion of a word and was described in terms of its 
function in language use. Cognitive Grammar offered a new perspective on the definition of 
noun phrases in terms of the categories and function of their component parts. 
Componentiality, which was a factor of distinction in the previous approaches, is nowadays 
made less use of, and a symbolic approach is generally preferred. The determiner is now 
considered to be the head of the noun phrase, whereas the noun is the complement (cf. Taylor 
2002). 
 Section 2.1.2 dealt with the syntactic function of noun phrases, which prototypically 
operate as subject, object or predicative complement in clause structure, as well as 
complements in prepositional phrases. Furthermore, the category nominal (cf. Payne & 
Huddleston 2002) was understood as an intermediate category between noun and noun 
phrase, and can be head of a noun phrase but also a pre-head dependent (e.g. these 
commission chairman proposals). 
 Section 2.1.3 was devoted to explaining the structural patterns that noun phrases 
display. There is a head and the rest of the components which are placed around the head to 
specify its meaning and function. Its structure is also characterised by being recursive, since a 
number of dependents (whether internal or external) can be added to both its right and left 
sides. 
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 Finally, Section 2.1.4 discussed noun phrases as means for style, not only because they 
provide a static character to the concepts they convey, but also because they function as 
encoders of already known information. 
Section 2.2 focused on premodifiers which, in spite of being optional elements, 
provide the noun phrase with features that help to identify, classify and define the head noun. 
Premodifiers are also characterised by the possibility of being defined in terms of 
postmodification, in spite of the obvious loss of explicitness that they bring about. 
Section 2.2.1 dealt with the component parts of premodification. The premodifying 
position, it was observed, is often filled with adjectives but is also commonly filled with 
participles and nouns; other less frequent types are genitives, phrases and sentences. 
Section 2.2.2 discussed the order of premodifiers and how this order may vary 
according to the informative aims of the speaker. Since there are cases of multiple 
modification with a few modifying elements, this may imply that there are different 
combinations, such as coordination, which was the concern of Section 2.2.3. Although 
coordination usually occurs with members of the same category, there are in fact many 
examples of coordinated premodifiers belonging to different categories. There is, indeed, a 
debate about the fuzziness of the boundaries between categories, and this is analysed in detail 
in the following chapter. Other issues in relation to the possible combinations of 
premodification include the distinction between stacked modification and submodification. 
 Section 2.3 discussed the role of premodification as opposed to postmodification, 
given that there is always a possibility of making a choice between one or the other. After an 
overview of previous research on the issue in Section 2.3.1, in Section 2.3.2 it was asserted 
that contextual information contributes to this choice; when there is previous contextual 
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information premodification is preferred. As a result, premodification performs a different 
communicative function than postmodification. 
Section 2.3.3 dealt with the pragmatic function of premodification, which also 
distinguishes it from postmodification. Premodifiers shorten the noun phrases into which they 
are inserted. 
Chapter 3 focused on nouns as modifiers and provided a thorough analysis of their 
characteristics. Section 3.1 dealt with the definition of nominal modifiers as either 
complements or adjuncts and as either restrictive or non-restrictive modifiers, and related this 
to the order of premodifiers in noun phrase structure and to the distinction between nouns and 
adjectives. The phonological and morphological features which characterise nouns as 
modifiers were explained in detail in the subsequent sections. 
Hence, Section 3.1.2 dealt with the variability of stress patterns which characterises 
nominal modifiers. In fact, N+N sequences have often been used to argue against (cf. Olsen 
2000a) or in favour of (cf. Payne & Huddleston 2002; Giegerich 2004) the distinction 
between syntactic phrases and compounds. These different views were also extensively 
surveyed, as were the reasons proposed by others for this variability. Plag (2006), for 
example, resorted to a combination of structural, semantic and analogical features as an 
explanation for such variability of stress patterns. A further contribution by Plag et al. (2008) 
proposed a hypothesis in which the frequency of appearance of N+N sequences determines 
their stress. Thus, N+N sequences with a high frequency of appearance show less variability 
of stress patterns than those which are less frequent. 
 Section 3.1.3 dealt with the morphological properties of nouns as modifiers. First of 
all, nouns as modifiers lose their ability to be inflected and thus they lack plural marking. 
Possible reasons for this were mentioned in this section. For example, Koptjevskaja-Tamm & 
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Rosenbach (2005; cited in Rosenbach 2007), on the basis of web-based analysis, identified 
reduced referentiality as the basis for this lack of plural marking. Also, Quirk et al. (1985) 
pointed out that plural modifying nouns are on the increase, an assertion which was 
empirically tested in Chapter 4 of this dissertation. In connection with this, Taylor (2000) 
considered that plural modifying nouns are probably acceptable because they have acquired a 
semantic connotation that is lacking in the singular form. Conversely, N+N sequences are 
frequently made from irregular plural forms since, as pointed out by Pinker (1994), irregular 
plurals are unusual and have to be stored in the mental lexicon as roots or stems, as opposed 
to regular plurals, which are generated by a rule and thus are words assembled with an 
inflectional plural. 
 Section 3.1.4 suggested several reasons for the use of N+N sequences, especially 
given that there are other syntactic resources such as clauses and postmodifying phrases 
which may convey the same meaning as N+N structures. The juxtaposition of words, then, is 
a way of presenting information in a compacted manner, and in this section such juxtaposition 
was related to the idea of economic motivation (cf. Haiman 1985). Also, the possibility for 
recursiveness that N+N sequences display allows the creation of compact packages of 
information. Speakers resort to this if previous contextual information is available to 
interlocutors. Finally, the ability of speakers to predict available information is another factor 
which favours the use of N+N sequences. Factors such as the distance from last mention, the 
recent mention of other potential referents, the semantic information from within the clause, 
and the thematic information from the preceding discourse (cf. Givón 1989) have also been 
mentioned in the literature as also affecting the accessibility to the concept. 
 Section 3.2 provided a brief overview of earlier analyses of N+N structures during the 
latter part of the 20th century. Three different stages were distinguished. The different 
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perspectives that authors bring to the study of N+N sequences are simply a consequence of 
the heterogeneity which characterises N+N structures. As for the suggested first stage, N+N 
sequences were considered morphological items. Thus, Li (1971) and Warren (1978) viewed 
structures of this kind as compounds which subcategorise the referents of nouns. Likewise, 
meaning relations were an object of study by Bybee (1985), who examined the differences 
between lexical and syntactic compounds based on the predictability of meaning. Levi (1978), 
on the other hand, took Transformational Grammar as her approach, and argued that N+N 
sequences are naming devices which are generated from earlier underlying sentence 
structures. 
 The putative second stage comprised the decade of the 1990s, and was characterised 
by the interest shown in N+N structures by scholars working in textual genre studies and 
sociolinguistics (cf. Raumolin-Brunberg 1991; Jucker 1992). At this point, the debate 
regarding the status of N+N sequences as syntactic or morphological devices (cf. Bauer 
1998), which was to be long and laborious, began. 
 The final stage, characterised by an interest in measuring the increasing use of N+N 
sequences, can be seen in works such as Biber & Clark (2002) and Rosenbach (2005), the 
latter claiming that animacy has an important role in this increase. Benczes (2006) offered an 
approach to the semantics of metaphorical and metonymical N+N combinations, whereas the 
debate regarding their status was dealt with in the work of Giegerich (2004) and Plag (2006) 
on the variability of stress patterns. 
 Section 3.3 discussed recursiveness as a means of juxtaposing nouns as modifiers in a 
chain which is limited by psychological and stylistic constraints. This juxtaposition implies a 
reduction in explicitness which may cause ambiguity. Such ambiguity was analysed in this 
section from three different perspectives: syntactic, semantic and categorial. 
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Thus, in Section 3.3.1 it was noted that the relations among the internal elements of a 
sequence of nouns may give rise to ambiguous bracketing options (e.g. is a bank insurance 
system a system of insurances by a given bank or a system of bank insurances in general?). 
In Section 3.3.2 it was claimed that, from a semantic perspective, noun combinations 
can give rise to ambiguous relational meaning. There are unique composite meanings that 
differ from the sum total of the component parts, often resulting in metaphorical meanings 
(e.g. snail mail). 
Finally, in Section 3.3.3 it was noted that, in spite of fulfilling the function which is 
prototypically attributed to adjectives, nouns are still nouns. However, some of them may be 
subject to a gradient process of conversion into adjectives (e.g. key area) and as a result the 
distinction between category and function may become blurred. 
 At various points in Chapter 3 the reader was made aware that the question of the 
boundary between syntax and morphology in what concerns the status of N+N sequences is a 
source of debate. The importance of this is such that a comprehensive section dealing with 
this topic was indispensable. Accordingly, in Section 3.4 different features, such as the 
criteria to define N+N structures and the processes of institutionalisation (idiomatisation and 
lexicalisation), were considered at length. 
Section 3.4.1 then discussed the criteria used for the definition of the status of N+N 
sequences, which may be of phonological, morphological or semantic nature. As for the first 
of these, the problems associated with phonology, owing to the variability and inconsistency 
of stress patterns in N+N sequences, have already been described. Regarding morphology, the 
existence of a compound would imply that both of its component parts act as a single unit and 
thus cannot enter into modification and coordination individually. Finally, from a semantic 
perspective, there are differences in the degrees of specialisation that an N+N sequence may 
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acquire, from being fully compositional to being fully encrypted. Thus, for compounds, their 
meaning cannot be directly inferred from the sum of the individual meanings of each of their 
component parts. Each of these criteria entails some problems, exceptions and 
inconsistencies, which were also considered in these sections. As a result, it was decided in 
this dissertation to assume that the distinction between syntax and morphology in N+N 
structures is a question of gradience, which was the concern of Section 3.4.2, in which an 
overview of the process of institutionalisation was given. 
With this in mind, Section 3.4.2.1 dealt with a detailed characterisation of 
compounding. This process was defined according to the relationship between the component 
parts, in which the first element designates the reference of the second, which at the same 
time works as head of the compound. It was also shown that the status as head of the 
compound is reflected in the principle of Feature Percolation (cf. Haspelmath 2002; Plag 
2003), whereby the compound inherits the features of the head, and which can be observed, 
for example, in the use of plural forms (e.g. pocket mouse > pocket mice). Further, it was 
explained that the relationships between the elements in compounds can also alter their 
meaning; as a consequence, it is context and our knowledge of the world that help in 
determining those relations. Finally, Section 3.4.2.1 also discussed the different classifications 
of compounds that various scholars have made from a semantic perspective (cf. Warren 1978; 
Carstairs McCarthy 1992) and from a syntactic perspective (cf. Lees 1960; Levi 1978; Quirk 
et al. 1985). 
Given our initial assumption that N+N structures are syntactic in nature, Section 
3.4.2.2 discussed the processes of institutionalisation and lexicalisation, whereby certain N+N 
sequences start being widely accepted by a community of speakers and later may become 
idiosyncratic. It was also highlighted that, depending on different idiosyncratic properties, 
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lexicalisation can be of different types. Likewise, the gradual character of lexicalisation, in 
which different degrees can be distinguished (i.e. slight lexicalisation, medium lexicalisation, 
and total obscuration), was mentioned. 
The section devoted to the boundaries between syntax and morphology ended with 
some concluding remarks on the question: can N+N structures be considered as a method of 
word formation? Only a preliminary answer was given, since the empirical research on 
lexicalisation carried out in Chapter 4 was intended to be more conclusive on this issue. It was 
asserted that N+N structures do undergo lexicalisation, by which some of them become 
lexical items in a gradual process. 
Section 3.5 was devoted to comparing nominal modifiers to other kinds of pre- and 
postmodifiers such as genitive phrases, adjectives, prepositional phrases and relative clauses. 
This comparison was justified by the belief that there are different reasons supporting the 
choice of each dependent. Hence, in premodifying position, the fuzziness between genitives 
and nouns as modifiers was a matter of discussion in the work by Rosenbach (2007) on the 
variation between determiner genitives and noun modifiers in English. Also, Taylor (2000) 
argued that there is a continuum between nouns and genitive modifiers based on degrees of 
animacy and the referentiality of N+N sequences. As for adjectives, it was shown that nouns 
as modifiers tend to be restrictive whereas adjectives tend to be non-restrictive. 
As for the postmodifying position, N+N sequences have been compared to relative 
clauses and prepositional phrases and it has been asserted that differences lie in the utility of 
N+N sequences of communicating information efficiently and economically as well as the 
effect they have on the audience, since N+N sequences generate more permanent and specific 
messages. 
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Chapter 4 was the empirical research complementing the previous chapter and 
explained the evolution and use of N+N structures in Present Day English. Accordingly, 
Section 4.1 presented the main hypothesis from the perspective of four different variables: 
text category, speech community, time period and mode. N+N sequences are constructs which 
are generated in the syntax to fill a gap for which there is no morphological item. However, 
some N+N structures undoubtedly contribute to the expansion of the lexicon in English by 
becoming morphological items in a gradual process of lexicalisation. Hence, from the point of 
view of text category, it was hypothesised that N+N structures are differently employed 
depending on the genre and that each text category may employ them with a different goal. 
Also, a comparative study of ongoing change in American and British English was offered. 
The idea was that the use of N+N sequences and their morphosyntactic patterns would be 
different in these speech communities. As regards time, changes in society over the course of 
the time span chosen (1960s to 1990s) may have a corollary in changes in the way N+N 
structures are used. Finally,  the fourth and last variable, mode, was chosen on the assumption 
that there might be differences in the way N+N sequences are used in spoken and written 
discourse. 
In order to test these hypotheses, six computerised corpora of written and spoken 
English were employed (BROWN/LOB, FROWN/FLOB, CSPAE and ICE-GB31). As for the 
corpora of written English, these were four matching corpora which allowed working on three 
different variables: national variety (British vs. American English), time period (1960s vs. 
1990s) and text category (narrative vs. non narrative genres). As far as the CSPAE and ICE-
GB are concerned, these are two corpora belonging to spoken American and British English 
                                                 
31 References for these corpora can be found in Chapter 4, Section 4.2. 
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respectively, which made possible a comparison between them and the written American and 
British English corpora (FROWN and FLOB) from the same period (the 1990s). 
Section 4.2.3 was devoted to the sampling of texts. Five different text categories were 
chosen from the corpora of written English. These were Press: reportage, Press: editorial, 
Science, Fiction, and Belles Lettres, Biographies, Memoirs. All were grouped and subdivided 
under different labels according to Biber’s (1988) linguistic dimensions, the distinction 
between narrative and non-narrative genres being the main and foremost. With regard to the 
corpora of spoken English, the selection of texts was random since, as noted in Biber (1988: 
161), there is no dimension which can make an absolute distinction between written and 
spoken language. 
As for the number of texts to be analysed, a pilot study was carried out in an earlier 
research to test how frequent N+N sequences are in the language and thus to decide on the 
number of words that needed to be drawn from the corpora for analysis. The pilot study 
revealed that the frequency with which N+N structures appear in texts is high, and as a result 
it was decided that the number of words which would be manually scanned would be 600,000 
words (100,000 words per corpus). 
Section 4.2.4 described the methodology used in this investigation. Some restrictions 
were applied and as a result some constructions which were not considered to be prototypical 
N+N sequences were omitted. This is the case with compound structures such as full-length 
sequence, or measure (e.g. 20 year age) and temporal expressions (e.g. Monday morning). An 
especially problematical issue was that of forms with –ing deriving from verbs. Two criteria 
were applied here, depending on their status and level of institutionalisation. Thus, constructs 
like waiting list were omitted, whereas examples like Bible reading, were included, since the 
–ing form is a gerundial noun (cf. Payne & Huddleston, 2002: 81-82) which functions as head 
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of an NP. Finally, abbreviations and acronyms were also included since, as Bauer & 
Huddleston (2002: 1632-1634) noted, they behave grammatically like ordinary nouns. 
Section 4.3 gave an overview of the data according to the four different variables 
under discussion. Thus, as far as text category was concerned, non-narrative genres were 
found to contain more N+N structures than narrative ones. As concerns the speech 
community, American English used a higher proportion of N+N structures than British 
English. Within each speech community, non-narrative genres were also those which showed 
a higher proportion of N+N sequences. The time span of thirty years between the 1960s and 
the 1990s showed that there was an increase in the number of N+N sequences used in both 
speech communities and also in narrative and non-narrative genres. Finally, from the 
perspective of mode, the corpus study revealed that the number of N+N sequences used in 
written language was notably superior to that used in spoken English. 
The corpus study on the evolution and use of N+N sequences thus indicated that these 
sequences of nouns are on the rise nowadays and as such it is more necessary than ever to 
examine their status. For that reason, a study on lexicalisation was carried out in Section 4.4. 
First of all, several criteria for lexicalisation were established. These were previously 
surveyed in Chapter 3 (Section 3.4.1) and are based on the morphological, semantic, and 
orthographic characteristics that nominal sequences may have. A further criterion of 
phonological nature was discarded since it proved inconsistent and indeed is still a source of 
controversy among scholars (see Chapter 3, Sections 3.1.2 and 3.4.1); also, a small-scale 
experiment with several native speakers of English revealed further inconsistencies as regards 
the use of stress in N+N sequences, which supported the decision of rejecting this criterion. 
As a result, the criteria used were morphological (in a morphological word no 
components can enter into modification and coordination relations individually), semantic 
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(the meaning of morphological compounds is idiosyncratic as opposed to the compositional 
meaning of syntactic constructs), and orthographic (compounds tend to be written as one 
orthographic word or hyphenated as opposed to syntactic N+N sequences which are written as 
two orthographic words). These criteria were applied to the samples taken from the corpora, 
and Section 4.4.2 presented the general results. According to text category, Fiction was the 
category which showed the proportionally highest number of lexicalised N+N structures. 
With respect to speech community, British English showed a higher proportion of lexicalised 
N+N structures. As far as the diachronic evolution was concerned, there was a decrease in the 
use of lexicalised N+N sequences which was compensated by an increase in the use of non-
lexicalised N+N structures. Finally, the contrast between spoken and written texts revealed 
that written texts presented the highest percentages of lexicalised N+N sequences; this was 
itself a consequence of the fact that they displayed twice the number of N+N sequences in 
general found in spoken English. 
The corpus study carried out in Chapter 4 gives empirical evidence for the evolution 
and use of N+N sequences in Present Day English. It was demonstrated that N+N sequences 
vary in their frequency and status depending on variables such as text category, speech 
community, time period, and mode. Thus, it was revealed that journalistic language (i.e., 
Press: reportage and Press: editorial) contains the highest number of nominal premodifiers. 
Their use is also noteworthy in Science, whereas in narrative genres it is increasing over time. 
Chapter 4 also pointed out some reasons which may explain why this is so, and pointed to 
concision in the case of Press, since N+N sequences provide information in a compact way, 
which implies a considerable spatial reduction. As was also shown in these cases, previous 
contextual information is of vital importance for the understanding of such compact packages 
of information. On the other hand, N+N sequences are also widely used in scientific language 
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as a result of the fact that scientific language is characterised by being more nominal; that is, 
apart from being lexically denser, it also employs many nouns, and nominal style provides a 
standardisation of its terminology. On the other hand, narrative genres have also undergone an 
increase in the number of N+N sequences used. Reasons for this were also suggested, 
including the tendency of narrative language to imitate language as it is used in real life 
contexts. 
Chapter 4 was also devoted to a comparison of the use of N+N sequences in American 
and British English, and concluded that American English shows a stronger preference for 
nominal premodifiers than British English. This preference became more evident when the 
criteria for lexicalisation were applied to N+N sequences. American English showed a 
preference for non-lexicalised N+N structures, whereas British English proved more 
conservative, being more reluctant to use new nominal constructs and preferring to resort to 
those lexicalised N+N sequences already familiar. Thus, it was concluded that American 
English is more innovative than British English, being the variety in which a higher number 
of nominal modifiers are used in general and a higher number of non-lexicalised noun 
modifiers are used in particular. This claim as to the innovative character of American 
English is also supported by Hundt (1997) and Kövecses (2000), based on the study of other 
features of the language. The corpus study here also revealed that differences between speech 
communities were present in the form and quantity of the nominal premodifiers used. 
American English showed a higher proportion of multiple noun modifiers than British 
English. Conversely, British English showed a more frequent use of plural noun modifiers. In 
relation to this, a further potential influence of one speech community over the other may be 
perceived. Thus, from a diachronic point of view, American English has undergone an 
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increase in the use of plural noun modifiers, and this is probably influenced by the more 
generalised use of these forms in British English. 
The study of the evolution of N+N sequences over time also showed that there is a 
tendency towards a certain stability in the use of nominal premodifiers. Hence, after a great 
explosion in the use of nominal modifiers as attested by Biber & Clark (2002) and also in the 
present research, the trend in the use of N+N sequences in contemporary English is 
characterised by a move towards stability in their use in all genres and speech communities, 
since in all cases there is only a slight increase in this use, when usage in the 1960s is 
compared with usage in the 1990s. 
Finally, the contrast between spoken and written English suggested that there is a 
preference for the use of a higher proportion of N+N structures in written than in spoken 
language, which is probably due to the characterisation of spoken language as grammatically 
simpler than written English and to a tendency towards more verb-based phrases and fewer 
nominalisations. 
This dissertation has presented a thorough analysis of N+N sequences, attending to 
three essential features which define them, that is, their status, their evolution, and their use in 
contemporary English. It can be concluded that, as far as their status is concerned, theoretical 
and empirical proof has been presented to support the claim that N+N sequences are syntactic 
constructs which, as regards their evolution, may enter a gradual process of lexicalisation and 
become lexical items, contributing to the expansion of the English lexicon. The gradual 
character of this process was emphasized, since it can explain the fuzziness of the boundaries 
between syntax and morphology. As regards their use, it has been shown that this differs 
according to variables such as textual category, speech community, and mode. Also, the great 
explosion in the use of N+N sequences in the first half of the 20th century was followed by a 
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more subtle but continuous increase which, it was argued here, was a linguistic response to 
factors of social nature. 
The present research has been able to draw a number of conclusions on the topic of 
N+N sequences, but has also raised other questions, and these may form the focus for further 
research. Hence, it would be interesting to work with a corpus of texts and establish the 
semantic relations between the component parts of N+N sequences (e.g. London 
underground, locative and semantically transparent) in order to create taxonomies which 
allow testing for whether each textual category (narrative and non-narrative genres) shows 
any preferences for one or the other.  
Several criteria have here been explained and applied to N+N sequences to test their 
degree of lexicalisation: modification, coordination, semantic opacity, and orthographic 
realisation. However, a further criterion might also be useful, that which measures the extent 
to which a given pattern is productive (also alluded to by Payne & Huddleston 2002), the 
forms deriving from it thus showing a lower degree of lexicalisation.  
Certain findings from the corpus research have suggested that there is a stream of 
influence between American and British English (for example, in the use of plural N1s in 
N+N sequences). Consequently, it would be interesting to test whether this influence persists 
or even increases over time, and through which genres and by which kind of phenomena 
within N+N structures other than plural N1s it occurs. 
Finally, the comparison between nominal premodifiers and postmodification by 
prepositional phrases has been a focus of study here. Whereas nouns as modifiers precede the 
head noun (e.g. drug addiction), prepositional phrases follow it (e.g. an addiction to drugs). 
Speakers must decide which dependent they prefer to use in a given NP. This dissertation has 
alluded to reasons of permanence in time and contextual information to explain why one 
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construct is preferred over another. Hence, nominal modifiers provide a greater stability in 
exchange for a need for richer contextual information, whereas prepositional phrases are more 
ephemeral and less context dependent. However, empirical research would be useful here in 
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Baby boy 
(BK26/81) + + - - 
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Christmas bow 
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Church fathers 
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Cigarette lighters 
(BA20/108) + - + - 
City council 
(BA1/82) + - - - 
City hat 
(BK28/61) + - - - 
City-dweller 
(BG8/51) + + - + 
Clover plants 
(BJ16/25) + - - - 
Cocktail party 
(BA17/27) + + - - 









+ + + - 
Copy writer 
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Corn flakes 
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Corner group 
(BK4/38) + + + - 
Corner markets 
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Cotillion gown 
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Death penalty 
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Death sentence 
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Decision making 
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Desert island 
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Family physician 
(BB15/164) + + + - 






(BB16/18) + - - - 
Flower gardens 
(BK4/96) + - - - 
Fringe benefits 
(BB12/4) + + + - 
Funeral parlor 
(BK3/2) + + - - 
Gas pedal 
(BB9/167) + + + - 
Grab bag 
(BG9/157-158) + + + - 
Growth stocks 
(BA26/56) + + - - 
Home offices 
(BA26/126) + + + - 
Home town 
(BG1/184) + + + - 
Ice box 
(BK26/50) + + + - 
Ice water 
(BK26/49) + + - - 
Index finger 
(BK25/116) + - - - 
Iron Curtain 
(BB11/87) + + + - 
Jet tankers 
(BG3/82) + - + - 
Labor unions 
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Land Rover 
(BG4/81) + + + - 
Law practice 
(BG7/124) + + - - 
Law suits 
(BA19/70-71) + + + - 
Life boat 
(BB17/130) + + + - 
Light beam 
(BJ16/55) + + - - 
Lymph nodes 
(BJ12/10-11) + - - - 
Machine gun 
(BK2/39) + + + - 
Market crash 
(BB12/40) + + + - 
Motel-keepers 
(BA17/94) - + - + 
Mother country 
(BG1/116) + + + - 
Nation-state 
(BG2/4) + + - + 
New York Mets 
(BA16/164) + + - - 







(BA16/118) + + + - 
Night dress 
(BK5/60) + + + - 
Opera House 
(BA17/41) + + - - 
Paper work 
(BA27/125) + + + - 
Patron saints 
(BG1/25) + + + - 
Peace corps 
(BB16/22) + + + - 
Peace treaty 
(BB11/92) + + - - 
Pension plan 
(BA1/63) + - - - 
Picket lines 
(BG8/79) + + - - 
Plaster casts 
(BK29/2) + - - - 
Post office 
(BK27/159) + + + - 
Power plant 
(BA20/83-84) + + + - 
Press conference 
(BB27/77) + + + - 
Rabbit warren 
(BK4/91) + + - - 
Rain cloud 
(BG4/12) + + - - 
Rain dance 
(BG11/121) + + + - 
Rain squall 
(BG4/6) + + + - 
Rat-holes 
(BK4/60) + + - + 
Rest home 
(BB8/166) + + + - 
River bed 
(BG5/89-90) + + + - 
Roller skates 




+ + + - 
Salvation Army 
(BA17/62) + + + - 
Saw-horse 
(BK29/161) + + + + 
Scar tissue 
(BJ15/92) + + + - 
Shower room 
(BK27/139) + - - - 









(BG5/83) + + + - 
Stag dinner 
(BA17/31) + + + - 
Stock exchange 
(BB11/102) + + + - 
Stock holdings 
(BB16/142) + + + - 
Stock market 
(BA26/ 42) + + + - 
Stop lights 
(BA20/187) + + - - 
Tea party 
(BB27/178) + - - - 
Telephone calls 
(BA1/185) + + - - 
Tie dinner 
(BA17/25) + + + - 
Toll booths 
(BB17/96) + - - - 
Town council 
(BB15/52) + - - - 
Track meet 
(BA11/161-162) + + + - 
Traffic jam 
(BB9/151) + + + - 
Tree-clumps 
(BG4/51) + - - - 
Trouser cuffs 
(BK25/62-63) + - - - 
Vine bower 
(BK25/22) + + - - 
Water rat 
(BG5/75) + - - - 
Wedding trip 
(BA16/19) + + - - 
Week-end 
(BA20/27) + + - - 
Welcome mat 
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(LA3/213) + + + - 
Air mails 
(LB23/78) + - + - 
Air Ministry 
(LA9/29) + - + - 
Air terminal 
(LK5/18) + - + - 
Air transport 
(LA15/54) + - + - 
Air-Commodore 
(LB9/131) + - + + 
Base line 
(LJ14/86) + + + - 
Bird-cherry 
(LG51/175) + + + + 
Blood cells 
(LJ16/182) + + + - 
Blood pressure 
(LJ16/32) + + + - 
Blood suckers 
(LB5/157) + + + - 
Board-room 
(LK1/98) + + - + 
Boat-train 
(LB5/32) + - + + 
Bow tie 
(LA3/127) + + + - 
Brain-washing 
(LG5536) + + + + 
Bush-telegraph 
(LK23/154) + + + + 
Cheek-bones 
(LK21/176) + - - + 
Chit-chat 
(LB5/38) + + + + 
Church-goers 
(LB16/86) + + - + 
Cliff-face 
(LK21/114) + + - + 
Coca-Cola 
(LK2/20) + + + + 
Coffee bar 




+ + + - 
Cook boy 
(LK2/16) + - + - 
Crash barriers 





(LK5/175) + + + + 
Deck chair 
(LK22/35) + + + - 
Dog-days 
(LG54/14) + + + + 
Family doctor 
(LB14/183) + + + - 
Father figure 
(LA3/120) + - - - 
Field work 
(LJ14/184) + - + - 
Field-marshals 
(LG54/93-94) + + + + 
Fighter bombers 
(LB6/49) + + - - 
Fire brigade 
(LA12/51) + + + - 
Football pools 
(LA22/37) + + + - 
Gang-plank 
(LK22/58) + + + + 
Gas chamber 
(LJ18/148) - + + - 
Ghost story 
(LG77/196) + - + - 
Glory-hole 
(LG51/167) + + + + 
Hand baggage 
(LK26/15) + - + - 
Hand basin 
(LK26/78) + + + - 
Head-dress 
(LK3/108) + + + + 
Health Service 
(LB9/170) + - + - 
Health visitor 
(LJ14/108) + - + - 
Heart beats 
(LJ16/33) + + - - 
Hill-side 
(LK4/206) + - - + 
Home Secretary 
(LB8/18-19) + - + - 
Home-makers 
(LA16/212) + + + + 
Horror story 
(LG77/196) + - - - 
Income tax 
(LB7/51) - - + - 
Juke box 
(LA9/124) + + + - 
Left-winger 
(LB8/57) + - + + 
Lobster-pot 





(LK23/7-8) + + - - 
Love-play 
(LK2/142) + + - + 
Money-spinners 
(LB8/182) + + + + 
Mosquito-net 
(LK2/132) + - - + 
Music Hall 
(LK24/155) + - + + 
Notice-board 
(LK21/2) + + - + 
Nut-crackers 
(LK3/209) + - - + 
Office hours 
(LK1/95) + - - - 
Paper work 
(LB10/187) + + + - 
Patron saints 
(LB5/89) + + + - 
Police officer 
(LA12/205) + - - - 
Post Office 
(LA16/59) + + + - 
Punishment cell 
(LA9/106) + - + - 
Radio-therapist 
(LK23/106) + + + + 
Salt water 
(LJ16/9) + - - - 
School leavers 
(LA12/102) + - + - 
Shirt cuffs 
(LK1/8) + - - - 
Shirt-sleeves 
(LK3/58) + - - + 
Shop stewards 
(LA4/174) + + + - 
Sickness benefit 
(LB14/71) + + + - 
Sight-seeing 
(LK22/178) + + + + 
Sledge-hammers 
(LB5/56) + + + + 
Space age 
(LB6/214) + - + - 
Spin trap 
(LA22/125) + + + - 
Sponge cake 
(LK22/170) + + - - 
Stock Exchange 
(LA13/171) + + + - 
Stock market 
(LA16/130) + + + - 
Subject matter 





(LA10/188) + - + - 
Table napkin 
(LK3/147) + - - - 
Table tennis 
(LA9/135) + + + - 
Tape recordings 
(LB5/65) + - + - 
Tape-recorder 
(LA10/197) + - + - 
Tax-payers 
(LA16/57) + + - + 
Teddy-bear 
(LG51/15) + + + + 
Telephone call 
(LG63/45) + + - - 
Time-scale 
(LG58/91) + - - + 
Tourist office 
(LK22/61) + - - - 
Town Council 
(LB23/88) + - - - 
Town Hall 
(LK24/135-136) + - + - 
Trade unionist 
(LB5/57) + + + - 
Trade unions 
(LB8/143) + + + - 
Trap-door 
(LJ18/148) + + + + 
Trouble-spot 
(LA13/58) + + - + 
Union chief 
(LA12/237) + - + - 
Union Fellows 
(LK26/99) + - + - 
Village green 
(LB5/92) + + + - 
Wage pause 
(LB9/51) + - + - 
Waste-paper 
basket (LB9/97) + + + - 
Wedding cake 
(LK26/10) + - - - 
Wedding-dress 
(LA9/227) + - + + 
Welfare State 
(LB14/5) + + + - 
Window dressing 
(LB6/208) + + + - 
Window-sill 
(LK21/67) + + + + 
Yard-arm 
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N+N MODIFICATION COORDINATION SEMANTIC OPACITY 
ORTHOGRAPHIC 
REPRESENTATION
Aircraft  carrier 
(FRA5/105) + - - - 
Apartment 
building (FRK1/9) + - - - 
Appeals court 
(FRG6/215-216) + - - - 
Back-ache 
(FRG7/64) + - - + 
Birth control 
(FRB7/207) + - + - 
Blood bath 
(FRB25/112-113) + + + - 
Blood pressure 
(FRB25/186) + + + - 
Bone marrow 
(FRJ14/205) + + + - 
Book-case 
(FRK1/128) + + + + 
Chain reaction 
(FRJ79/124) + + + - 
Circular letter 
(FRG13/19) + - + - 
City center 
(FRA5/214) + - - - 
City Council 
(FRA30/7) + - - - 
City Hall 
(FRB5/78) + - + - 
Coffee table 




+ + + - 
Court-martial 
(FRB27/143) + + + + 
Creek bed 
(FRA28/156) + + + - 
Defense attorney 
(FRG6/119) + - - - 
Desk jobs 
(FRG6/184-185) + - + - 
Desk lamp 
(FRK4/175) + - + - 
Dinner table 
(FRK5/95) + - - - 
Dream Team 
(FRA19/134) + + + - 
Emergency ward 
(FRK28/28) + + - - 
Fire department 





(FRK25/38) + + + - 
Fire-eater 
(FRA28/16) + + + + 
Fund-raiser 
(FRA1/216) + + - + 
Gas chamber 
(FRG11/175-176) - + + - 
Gas stations 
(FRK1/6) + + + - 
Girl-friends 
(FRG1/147) + - + + 
Grass-roots 
(FRB24/184) + + + + 
Ground state 
(FRJ2/70) + + + - 
Gun crew 
(FRK4/67) + - + - 
Hand-slap 
(FRA24/216) + + - + 
Heart beat 
(FRA28/228) + + - - 
House arrest 
(FRG6/190) + - + - 
Ice creams 
(FRK25/40-41) + - + - 
Index finger 
(FRK5/206) + - + - 
June grass 
(FRK28/54) + - + - 
Kitchen table 
(FRA28/215) + - - - 
Knife point 
(FRK25/60) + + + - 
Life-style 
(FRJ79/90) + - - + 
Love-play 
(FRG1/158) + + - + 
Man-slaughter 
(FRA24/89) + + - + 
Match point 
(FRA19/195-196) + - - - 
Movie star 
(FRA24/41) + - + - 
Murder case 
(FRB24/83) + + - - 
Nail polish 
(FRK25/56) + - - - 
New York Times 
(FRA35/89) + - + - 
Night clubs 
(FRK4/102-103) + + + - 
Paint thinner 
(FRA28/123-124) + + + - 
Park lands 





(FRA24/74) + + + - 
Pizza Hut 
(FRK1/10) + - + - 
Poison ivy 
(FRG7/86-87) + - - - 
Pony tails 
(FRK26/54-55) + + + - 
Post office 
(FRG1/47) + + + - 
Power plants 
(FRJ79/101) + + + - 
Radio console 
(FRG1/11) + + - - 
Record-holder 
(FRA19/27) + + - + 
Room temperature 
(FRJ2/182) + + + - 
Rubber bands 
(FRG4/93) + + + - 
Saw mill 
(FRK27/156) + + + - 
Scrap yard 
(FRA28/117) + + + - 
Shoulder bag 
(FRK29/74) + - - - 
Side effects 
(FRG7/68) + + + - 
Sign post 
(FRB7/121) + + - - 
Speech acts 
(FRG11/42-43) + + - - 
Spin doctors 
(FRA23/112) + + + - 
Stock market 
(FRA34/81) + + + - 
Table salt 
(FRG7/94) + - + - 
Task force 
(FRG6/18) + + + - 
Telephone calls 
(FRB27/62) + + - - 
Ticker tape 
(FRA34/76) + + + - 
Trade agreement 
(FRA1/177-178) + - - - 
Trailer park 
(FRK29/90) + + + - 
Village green 
(FRK1/54) + + + - 
Washington Post 
(FRG6/166) + - + - 
WashingtonTimes 
(FRA1/144) + - + - 
Wheel locks 





(FRA35/76) + + + - 
World Bank 
(FRB23/25) + + + - 
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(FLA16/28) + + + - 
Ball valve 
(FLJ77/184) + - + - 
Ballot papers 
(FLB5/10) + - - - 
Band-wagon 
(FLB9/82) + - - + 
Bar chart 
(FLJ77/61) + - - - 
Battle-cry 
(FLA32/52) + + + + 
Bed linen 
(FLG56/80) + + + - 
Breast pocket 
(FLK24/27-28) + - + - 
Chain reactions 
(FLJ6/21) + + + - 
Class room 
(FLJ16/82) + + - - 
Cloak room 
(FLK5/126-127) + + + - 
Coffee table 
(FLK3/124) + - + - 
Copy-right 
(FLG59/160) + + + + 
Dance floor 
(FLK1/133) + + - - 
Death toll 
(FLA14/10) + - - - 
Death-wish 
(FLB7/122) + - - + 
Dinner jacket 
(FLK1/167) + - + - 
Ear-drums 
(FLK5/137) + + + + 
Family man 
(FLK26/5) + - + - 
Field goals 
(FLA33/34) + + + - 
Fire fighters 
(FLA24/13) + + + - 
Gold diggers 
(FLA14/49-50) + + + - 
Grammar school 





(FLA10/122) + - - + 
Hat-trick 
(FLA32/27) + + + + 
Health care 
(FLA1/21) + - - - 
Health Service 
(FLA1/6) + - - - 
Heart attack 
(FLK1/64) + + - - 
Hire-car 
(FLK2/131) + - - + 
Hunger strike 
(FLA1/175) + - - - 
Ice cream 
(FLK23/47) + - + - 
Ice-dancing 
(FLK23/102) + - - + 
Interest groups 
(FLB10/42) + - + - 
Labour camp 
(FLB8/58) + - + - 
Lady friend 
(FLK21/154) + + + - 
Land Rover 
(FLK26/36) + + + - 
Landslide victory 
(FLA1/40) + + + - 
Life Insurance 
(FLB10/4) + - + - 
Life style 
(FLB7/176) + + - - 
Lip-service 
(FLG55/46) + + + + 
Love stories 
(FLK24/136) + - - - 
Nancy-boys 
(FLB7/116) + + + + 
Nation states 
 (FLB10/154) + + - - 
Note pad 
(FLK23/142) + + - - 
Number plates 
(FLB14/93) + + + - 
Nut-shell 
(FLG54/69) + + - + 
Opinion poll 
(FLB5/39) + + - - 
Par value 
(FLA15/98-99) + + + - 
Peat bog 
(FLG62/206) + + - - 
Pep talk 
(FLK3/138) + + - - 
Phone call 
(FLK3/1) + + - - 






(FLB14/13) + + + - 
Power plants 
(FLA16/180-181) + + + - 
Push-chairs 
(FLB8/216) + + + + 
Reference books 
(FLK21/30) + - - - 
Ring road 
(FLK3/71) + + + - 
Room service 
(FLK23/42) + + + - 
Rush hour 
(FLA11/198) + + + - 
Salt water 
(FLJ77/179) + - - - 
Science fiction 
(FLG54/50-51) + + + - 
Share price 
(FLA16/48) + - + - 
Soap opera 
(FLB7/30) + + + - 
Source-book 
(FLA15/194) + - + + 
Stock market 
(FLA16/5-6) + + + - 
Subject matter 
(FLB11/117) + + + - 
Sun-bathers 
(FLA14/223) + - + + 
Swing doors 
(FLK4/237-238) + - - - 
Table tennis 
(FLA32/75) + + + - 
Tape machine 
(FLB6/16) + - - - 
Tape recorder 
(FLB6/14) + + + - 
Tape recordings 
(FLB6/32) + + + - 
Tee-shirts 
(FLK3/161) + + + + 
Tie break 
(FLA33/188) + + + - 
Time-Warner 
(FLG59/179) + - + + 
Track record 
(FLJ78/39) + + + - 
Trade Unions 
(FLA1/121-122) + + + - 
Transistor radios 
(FLK5/171) + - - - 
Trust fund 
(FLK23/179) + + - - 
Twin beds 





(FLG59/110) + - + - 
Wage earner 
(FLG56/171) + - - - 
Wall Street Journal 
(FLJ16/83) + - + - 
Wastepaper baskets 
(FLK24/174) + - + - 
Water sprinklers 
(FLA24/227) + - - - 
Water-wheels 
(FLG62/114) + + + + 
Welcome mat 
(FLB13/206) + + + - 
Wind chimes 
(FLK24/141) + - + - 
World Bank 
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(FACMT97) + - - - 
Blood bank 
(FACMT97) + + + - 
Board rooms 
(FACMT97) + + - - 
Bold face 
(COMM797) + - + - 
Bond issues 
(FACMT97) + + + - 
Calendar year 
(FACMT97) + + + - 
City center 
(COMM797) + - - - 
Cross walk 
(COMM797) + + + - 
Data bases 
(FACMT97) + + - - 
Dinner table 
(FACMT97) + - - - 
Fax machine 
(COMM797) + - - - 
Fund raising 
(FACMT97) + + - - 
Health care 
(FACMT97) + - - - 
Heart attack 
(FACMT97) + + - - 
Home page 
(FACMT97) + + + - 
Ice cream 
(COMM797) + - + - 
Lunch table 
(FACMT97) + - - - 
New York Times 
(FACMT97) + + + - 
Pie charts 
(FACMT97) + + + - 
Press conference 
(FACMT97) + + + - 
Quality control 
(COMM797) + - - - 
Residence halls 
(FACMT97) + + + - 
Student union 
(FACMT97) + - + - 
Summer camps 
(FACMT97) + + + - 
Task force 
(FACMT97) + + + - 
Telephone call 





(FACMT97) + + + - 
Voice mail 
(FACMT97) + - + - 
Web site 
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(s2a23/24) + + + - 
Cheek bone 




+ + + - 
Dispatch box 
(slb53/48) + - + - 
Eye socket 
(s2a62/47) + + + - 
Face value 
(s1b5/16) + + + - 
Field day 
(s2a27/129) + + + - 
Fire escapes 
(slb67/43) + + + - 
Fork lift 
(s2a67/104) + + + - 
Forklift truck 
(s2a67/7) + + + - 
Front bench 
(slb51/73) + + + - 
Gas stations 




+ - + - 
Heart attack 
(s2a62/109) + + - - 
Ice packs 
(s2a62/16) + - + - 
Junk mail 
(s2a28/88) + - + - 
Knee cap 
(s2a67/81) + + + - 
Motor cars 
(slb63/126) + - + - 
Office hours 
(s1b7/66) + - + - 
Petrol stations 
(s1b5/110) + + + - 
Phone call 
(slb69/45) + + - - 
Poll tax 
(slb52/50) + + + - 
Rain forest 
(s1b7/239) + + + - 
Richter scale 
(s2a25/50) + - + - 
Road junction 
(s2a29/120) + - - - 







(s1b4/276) + + + - 
Steam roller 
(s1b8/48) + + + - 
Sun block 
(slb66/97) + - - - 
Taste buds 
(s1b9/164) + + + - 
Telephone calls 
(s2a70/41) + + - - 
Test tube 




+ + + - 
Track record 
(slb59/81) + + + - 
Trunk roads 
(s2a23/91) + - + - 
Union Jack 
(slb53/48) + + + - 
View point 
(s2a21/41) + + + - 
Witness box 
(s2a61/15) + + + - 
Word processor 
(slb64/26) + + + - 
Work force 




6.4 APPENDIX IV STRESS PATTERNS OF N+N STRUCTURES, BASED ON THE 



















air crash 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 
air raid 1 2 1 1 2 2 2 1 
balance sheet 1 1 1 2 2 1 1 2 
bank accounts 1 2 1 2 1 1 2 2 
blood suckers 1 2 2 2 2 1 2 2 
branch officers 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
bull frog 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
car crash 2 2 1 1 2 1 2 1 
chain reaction 1 2 2 1 2 1 1 2 
cigarette packets 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 
coffee shop 1 1 2 1 1 2 1 2 
country folk 1 1 1 1 1 1 2 2 
dance floor 2 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 
desk chair 2 1 1 1 2 2 1 1 
drug addiction 2 1 2 1 2 2 2 2 
fire stations 1 2 1 2 2 2 1 2 
football field 2 1 1 2 1 2 2 2 
football-team 2 2 1 2 1 1 2 2 
gas cooker 1 1 1 2 2 2 1 2 
gold-mines 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
health care 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
heart attack 1 2 1 2 2 1 2 2 
                                                 




heart beat 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
hill-side 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
home-town 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
house arrest 1 2 1 2 2 2 2 2 
ice sheet 1 1 1 2 2 2 1 1 
income tax 2 1 1 2 2 2 1 1 
letter box 2 2 2 1 1 1 1 2 
life style 1 2 1 2 1 1 2 1 
light source 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 
love affair 1 2 2 2 1 1 2 2 
machine gun 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 
mass media 2 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 
mosquito-net 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 
news agency 2 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 
office hours 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
opinion polls 2 2 1 2 2 2 2 2 
peace treaty 2 1 1 2 1 1 2 2 
phone-calls 2 2 1 2 1 1 2 1 
phone number 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
place-names 2 2 2 1 2 2 2 1 
press conference 2 1 2 2 2 2 1 2 
rain cloud 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
room temperature 2 1 1 2 2 2 1 2 
rubber pad 2 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 
sea level 2 1 1 1 2 2 1 1 
sea waves 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
street lamp 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 




6.5 APPENDIX V COMPOUND N+N NOUNS 
 



































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































(LK5/181)     



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































6.6 APPENDIX VI PLURAL NOUN MODIFIERS 
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Perry Oaks Farm 
(FLG51/53) 
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8 RESUMEN EN ESPAÑOL 
La lengua inglesa siempre ha supuesto una fuente inagotable de investigación de la que brotan 
nuevas incógnitas. Esto se debe fundamentalmente a que los estudios lingüísticos, como 
cualquier otra disciplina científica, investigan hechos de la realidad, que van evolucionando a 
medida que avanza el tiempo. La cuestión que trato en mi tesis es de hecho un buen reflejo de 
esta situación, ya que, aunque la modificación dentro de la estructura de la frase nominal por 
parte de otros sustantivos ya aparece plasmada en escritos de hace muchos siglos, ha sido en 
el siglo XX cuando se ha visto incrementado su uso, un momento en el que se ha producido 
una verdadera explosión en el uso de estas formaciones nominales. Como resultado de ello, 
han surgido algunos estudios que han tratado este tema como parte de un estudio más amplio 
(Jucker 1992; Biber & Clark 2002) o atendiendo a consideraciones muy concretas (Levi 1978, 
dentro de una teoría Generativa; Warren 1978 o Benczes 2006, desde un punto de vista 
semántico; Giegerich 2004, desde una perspectiva fonética; Rosenbach 2007, a través de una 
comparativa con las frases de genitivo), mientras que otros le han dedicado pequeños aunque 
esclarecedores artículos (Varantola 1993; Rosenbach 2005). Sin embargo, se aprecia una 
ausencia de un profundo estudio monográfico que se ocupe de estas formaciones en su 
conjunto, en donde se reflejen consideraciones sobre su estatus, su uso y su evolución. De ahí 
que esta necesidad justifique la existencia de la presente investigación. 
 Esta tesis pretende estudiar la evolución de los sustantivos en uso que funcionan como 
modificadores dentro de la estructura de la frase nominal, referidos aquí como formaciones de 
S+S o SUSTANTIVO + SUSTANTIVO (ej. drug addiction, computer cluster). Es esta una 
función que se aleja del prototipo, ya que los sustantivos suelen funcionar como núcleo de la 
frase nominal. Sin embargo, el estudio avala la hipótesis de su alta frecuencia como 
modificadores en inglés contemporáneo. 
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 La idea fundamental en la que se basa esta tesis consiste en considerar que estas 
estructuras de S+S son formaciones sintácticas (cf. Huddleston & Pullum 2002), en contra de 
lo que otros han considerado compuestos morfológicos (cf. Levi 1978; Warren 1978; Benczes 
2006). A través de un proceso de lexicalización, algunas de estas estructuras sintácticas se 
convierten en compuestos mediante la adquisición gradual de ciertas propiedades de índole 
morfológica, semántica y ortográfica.  
 Esta tesis se divide en varios capítulos: tras una introducción al estudio, el capítulo 2 
recoge ciertas consideraciones en torno a la estructura de la frase nominal. Estas se basan en 
la idea de que los constituyentes de la frase nominal se construyen a partir de una secuencia 
de elementos que pueden ser estudiados desde el punto de vista de su forma y su función. De 
este modo, el capítulo se ha centrado en la definición, función y patrones estructurales de las 
frases nominales así como de sus modificadores, de entre los que destacan aquellos elementos 
que funcionan como premodificadores. De este modo, se ofrece un resumen de las diferentes 
propuestas que las gramáticas han formulado en cuanto a la frase nominal. Estas han servido 
para concluir que la frase nominal puede definirse en términos de sus partes constituyentes 
(núcleo y modificadores), su dependencia (ya que los modificadores dependen del núcleo) y 
de sus relaciones de orden (ya que los modificadores pueden preceder o suceder al núcleo). El 
capítulo 2 dedica también una especial atención a la premodificación, pues es esta la función 
que ocupan los sustantivos y que es objeto de estudio de este trabajo. De este modo, después 
de una revisión literaria sobre este tema, se incluye una referencia a los elementos que forman 
parte de la premodificación, a su orden y a las posibles combinaciones de estos elementos. 
Igualmente, se da cuenta del papel que juega la premodificación en comparación con la 
postmodificación, partiendo de la premisa de que no hay dos formas diferentes que impliquen 
un mismo significado. Este capítulo anuncia cuestiones que se tratarán en mayor profundidad 
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en los siguientes capítulos, como son la falta de contenido explícito en la premodificación, las 
referencias a la información contextual, así como otras funciones de orden pragmático.  
El capítulo 3 se centra en el estudio de los sustantivos como modificadores y 
proporciona un análisis exhaustivo de sus características. En él, se proporciona una definición 
de estas formaciones y se discute una serie de explicaciones que justifican su uso. De este 
modo, la sección 3.1 define los sustantivos como modificadores tanto como complementos o 
adjuntos como restrictivos o no restrictivos. La sección 3.1.2 se encarga de la variabilidad de 
los patrones acentuales de los modificadores nominales. Este es un tema sobre el que han 
surgido grandes controversias. De hecho, las formaciones de S+S han servido en ocasiones 
para argumentar en contra (cf. Olsen 2000a) o a favor (cf. Payne & Huddleston 2002) de la 
distinción entre frases sintácticas y compuestos. Estas visiones contrapuestas han sido 
analizadas de forma pormenorizada, así como las razones alegadas por otros en cuanto a la 
variabilidad. En este sentido, Plag (2006) intenta explicar esta variabilidad atendiendo a una 
combinación de características estructurales, semánticas y analógicas. 
Más adelante, se ofrece un análisis de las propiedades morfológicas de los sustantivos 
como modificadores, los cuales pierden su inflexión de plural. Se ofrece asimismo una serie 
de razones que explican esto, tales como una baja referencialidad como base para esta falta de 
marca de plural (cf. Koptjevskaja-Tamm & Rosenbach [2005; citada en Rosenbach 2007]) o 
ciertas connotaciones semánticas diferentes que adquieren estos sustantivos (cf. Taylor 2000). 
La necesidad de encontrar razones que expliquen por qué se utilizan estas formaciones 
de S+S se debe fundamentalmente al hecho de que existen otros recursos sintácticos, como las 
cláusulas o las frases preposicionales, que parecen contener el mismo significado que los 
sustantivos como modificadores. Por ello, se aduce en este momento a motivaciones 
económicas (cf. Haiman 1985) y a la posibilidad de los hablantes de predecir información 
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contextual disponible. De este modo, factores como la distancia temporal desde la última 
mención, la mención reciente de otros referentes potenciales o la información semántica 
dentro de la cláusula afectan a la accesibilidad al concepto expresado mediante una estructura 
de S+S (cf. Givón 1989). 
La sección 3.2 resume los análisis realizados en torno a las formaciones de S+S que se 
han dado a lo largo del siglo XX. Se distinguen tres estadios diferentes. La variedad de 
perspectivas que los autores proporcionan al estudio de estas formaciones no son más que un 
claro ejemplo de la heterogeneidad que caracteriza a las estructuras de S+S. En cuanto a un 
hipotético primer estadio, las formaciones de S+S eran consideradas eminentemente 
compuestos. De este modo, Li (1971) o Warren (1978) caracterizaron estas formaciones como 
compuestos que subcategorizan los referentes de los sustantivos. Las relaciones semánticas 
fueron objeto de estudio de autores como Bybee (1985). El trabajo de Levi (1978) representa 
una corriente generativa transformacional que defendía la consideración de las formaciones de 
S+S como instrumentos nominales generados a partir de oraciones subyacentes. 
En cuanto al potencial segundo estadio, se caracteriza por un interés en las 
formaciones de S+S desde una perspectiva sociolingüística (cf. Raumolin-Brunberg 1991; 
Jucker 1992). En este momento se inicia también el debate en torno al origen sintáctico o 
morfológico de las estructuras de S+S. 
Finalmente, un potencial último estadio se caracteriza por un interés en medir el uso 
creciente de las formaciones de S+S (cf. Biber & Clark 2002; Rosenbach 2005). Benczes 
(2005) aporta un estudio sobre las formaciones de S+S metonímicas y metafóricas, mientras 
que el debate en torno al estatus de estas formaciones se desarrolla con los trabajos de 
Giegerich (2004) y Plag (2006) sobre la variabilidad de los patrones acentuales. 
8 RESUMEN EN ESPAÑOL
 
 373
La sección 3.3 está dedicada a analizar la ambigüedad derivada del uso de las 
formaciones de S+S. Esta ambigüedad se analiza desde tres perspectivas diferentes: sintáctica, 
semántica y categorial. Así, desde una perspectiva sintáctica, las relaciones entre los 
elementos internos de una secuencia de sustantivos pueden variar (ej. ¿Es un bank insurance 
system un sistema de seguros de un banco concreto o un sistema de seguros de banco en 
general?). Desde un punto de vista semántico, las combinaciones de sustantivos pueden dar 
lugar a un significado relacional ambiguo. Consecuentemente, existen formaciones de S+S 
cuyos significados difieren de la suma de cada uno de los significados de sus partes 
componenciales y que a menudo derivan en significados metafóricos (ej. snail mail). 
Finalmente, desde un punto de vista categorial, los sustantivos como modificadores pueden 
verse sujetos a un proceso gradual de conversión en adjetivos, ya que ocupan la función que 
de manera prototípica les corresponde a estos últimos (ej. key concept). 
La sección 3.4 trata la cuestión de la lexicalización, entendida como un proceso 
mediante el cual determinadas formaciones de S+S se asientan en la lengua inglesa como 
parte de su vocabulario. Se incluye aquí una caracterización de los criterios que se pueden 
utilizar para definir el estatus de las estructuras de S+S y que son de orden fonológico, 
morfológico y semántico. En cuanto al primero de ellos, éste se caracteriza por la 
inconsistencia y variabilidad de los patrones acentuales. En cuanto a la morfología, la 
existencia de un compuesto implicaría que sus partes constituyentes actuarían como una sola 
unidad en la que la modificación o coordinación de cada una de sus partes individualmente no 
sería gramatical. Desde una perspectiva semántica, el significado de un compuesto adquiere 
propiedades idiosincrásicas y deja de ser igual a la suma de los significados individuales de 
cada una de sus partes. Estos criterios conllevan ciertos problemas, excepciones e 
inconsistencias de los que este capítulo también se ocupa. Como consecuencia de ello, se ha 
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optado por asumir que la distinción entre sintaxis y morfología en una cuestión de gradencia. 
Para ello, se hace una caracterización de la composición en la que se incluye una definición y 
una clasificación atendiendo a perspectivas semánticas (cf. Warren 1978; Carstairs-McCarthy 
1992) y sintácticas (cf. Lees 1960; Levi 1978; Quirk et al. 1985). 
La sección 3.5 realiza una comparación de los modificadores nominales con otros pre- 
y post-modificadores (genitivos, adjetivos, frases preposicionales y cláusulas de relativo). 
Esta comparación se debe a la idea de que existen varias razones que justifican el empleo de 
uno u otro dependiente. Así, se alude al papel que juega la animacidad, la economía 
lingüística, o la permanencia y especificidad de los mensajes que generan las formaciones de 
S+S. 
El capítulo 4 supone el complemento empírico al capítulo anterior, pues se trata de un 
estudio basado en un corpus de textos en inglés sobre la evolución y el uso de estas 
formaciones de S+S. En primer lugar, se ofrece una explicación de la hipótesis principal 
desde la perspectiva de cuatro variables: categoría textual, comunidad de hablantes, diacronía 
y modo. A continuación, se hace referencia a los córpora de inglés hablando y escrito que han 
sido seleccionados para elaborar este estudio empírico así como a la metodología empleada 
con este material. Una vez analizados los datos, se ofrece una explicación de los resultados 
desde el punto de vista de las variables mencionadas anteriormente así como los resultados 
derivados de la aplicación de los criterios de lexicalización a los datos. 
Los resultados derivados de este estudio de corpus demuestran, en primer lugar, que 
las razones por las que se emplean las formaciones de S+S en inglés contemporáneo varían 
dependiendo de la categoría textual: Prensa y Ciencia utilizan un mayor número de 
formaciones de S+S que géneros narrativos como Ficción. Sin embargo, las razones por las 
que cada una de estas categorías emplea los sustantivos modificadores son bien distintas; 
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mientras que la prensa opta por estas formaciones por razones de concisión (las formaciones 
de S+S contribuyen a ganar espacio en prensa), el lenguaje científico utiliza estas estructuras 
debido a que el uso de sustantivos proporciona una mayor universalidad y permanencia a los 
conceptos que representan, de ahí que, en líneas generales, el lenguaje científico sea más 
nominal que verbal. Por otro lado, el lenguaje narrativo prefiere hacer un mayor uso de las 
formaciones lexicalizadas que los demás, lo cual demuestra un carácter más conservador, 
reticente a innovar creando nuevas construcciones. Esto es lo mismo que le ocurre al inglés 
británico, la comunidad de hablantes más conservadora frente al inglés americano, la 
comunidad más innovadora que utiliza un mayor número de formaciones no lexicalizadas. El 
análisis de datos también revela que es en la lengua escrita donde se da una mayor frecuencia 
de formaciones de S+S. Probablemente, esto se deba a que los textos escritos son menos 
densos desde un punto de vista léxico y consecuentemente tienen, proporcionalmente, más 
palabras gramaticales que léxicas. A esto debe añadirse que el lenguaje oral muestra una 
preferencia por las oraciones basadas en verbos que en sustantivos. En cuanto al paso del 
tiempo, el incremento en el número de estructuras de S+S no ha sido demasiado marcado 
durante los treinta años que separan los dos espacios temporales analizados (1960 y 1990). 
Parece que la gran explosión en el uso de estas formaciones tuvo lugar en los años 50 (cf. 
Biber & Clark 2002) y que a partir de entonces hubo un aumento progresivo en su uso pero 
discreto. Las razones a las que se alude en el trabajo se basan en que existe un fenómeno 
social que tiene un efecto lingüístico en este momento. Se produce en la década de los 60 una 
especie de transición de una sociedad caracterizada por poseer unas convenciones jerárquicas 
muy fuertes hacia una sociedad en la que estas convenciones se ven de algún modo relajadas, 
convirtiéndola en una sociedad más abierta y tolerante. Este cambio social tiene su reflejo 
lingüístico en lo que Mair (1997) denominó como una corriente de informalización que afectó 
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a ciertas convenciones estilísticas en el lenguaje a través de una coloquialización del discurso, 
en la que las formaciones de S+S pudieron jugar un importante papel. Estas razones ayudan a 
expresar el doble papel de las formaciones de S+S en el lenguaje formal (como aporte de 
cierto carácter universal a los conceptos científicos) y en el lenguaje menos formal (como 
forma rápida y directa de distribuir la información). 
En el capítulo 5 se ofrece un resumen de todo lo que en este estudio se ha tratado así 
como las conclusiones finales a las que se han llegado. Así, podemos afirmar que, en cuanto a 
su estatus, en este estudio se ha probando de forma teórica y empírica que las formaciones de 
S+S pertenecen a la esfera sintáctica pero que, evidentemente, y en cuanto a su evolución, 
algunas de ellas se incorporan a un proceso gradual de lexicalización por el que contribuyen a 
ampliar el léxico de la lengua inglesa. Hay que enfatizar el carácter gradual de este proceso, lo 
cual explicaría por qué las fronteras entre la sintaxis y la morfología en el caso de las 
formaciones de S+S son en ocasiones tan difusas. En cuanto a su uso, se ha probado que éste 
varía según la categoría textual, la comunidad de hablantes que lo emplea y el modo. Además, 
la fuerte explosión en el empleo de estas formaciones de la primera mitad del siglo XX ha 
sido sucedida por un incremento más discreto pero continuado como respuesta lingüística a 
un efecto de corte social. 
Este estudio se complementa con un completo apéndice en el que se recogen los 
ejemplos de los que habla y en los que se basa la investigación: 
En el Apéndice I se recoge una lista de los extractos tomados de los córpora de inglés 
escrito británico y americano. En el Apéndice II se presentan todas las formaciones de S+S 
que han sido encontradas y analizadas en todos los córpora de lenguaje hablado y escrito. 
Cada uno de los ejemplos encontrados lleva adherida una referencia sobre su procedencia 
(corpus [comunidad de hablantes y período], categoría textual, texto y línea). El Apéndice III 
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recoge el conjunto de estructuras lexicalizadas encontradas como resultado del análisis 
realizado a las estructuras del apéndice anterior, en el que se especifican los resultados 
obtenidos según cada criterio de lexicalización (modificación, coordinación, opacidad 
semántica y representación ortográfica). El Apéndice IV recoge los patrones de acentuación 
basados en las opiniones de varios hablantes nativos de inglés con los resultados de cada uno 
de ellos y que han servido para justificar el rechazo del criterio de acentuación como criterio 
de lexicalización por su alto margen de variabilidad. El Apéndice V ofrece una lista de 
compuestos encontrados en el análisis de cada uno de los córpora en los que todavía se 
distinguen sus componentes. El Apéndice VI recoge una serie de sustantivos modificadores 
en plural, un fenómeno que en principio no es nada prototípico en el caso de las formaciones 
de S+S pero que sí empieza a ser característico del inglés británico y que parece extenderse a 
la comunidad americana. 
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